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ABSTRACT
After over 60 years of plain writing advocacy calling for government agencies to increase
the clarity of official communication, the Plain Writing Act (PWA) of 2010 codified the
incorporation of plain language in any federal government document for pubic use. However, no
extensive evaluation of government food assistance applications has been completed by an
independent evaluator since the PWA’s passage. The objective of this exploratory sequential
mixed methods research is to examine selected federal government food assistance applications
(Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Application (SNAP) for Assistance and Free and
Reduced Price School Meals Family Application). The study seeks to explore the experience of
the application process for the participants as well as identify which factors of text complexity
effect adults’ comprehension of and ability to adequately complete assistance application
documents post Plain Writing Act.
The study’s three phases examine the participants’ perceptions regarding the
clarity/usability of federal government food assistance applications as well as their ability to
comprehend and complete the materials. The study uses two divergent purposeful samples of
self-identified outlier populations – six adult literacy learners and six adult residential doctoral
candidates on selected national government food assistance applications. Data collection and
analysis techniques are appropriate for each phase’s paradigm. Meta inferences are explored, and
the knowledge is used to create recommendations for improved processes and increased
efficiency. Most importantly, recommendations provided to practitioners and researchers seek to
improve access to services for families pursuing assistance.
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CHAPTER 1.
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
“A study of the governmental writing style would find it similar to the eunuch slave
secretariat of Byzantine empire or the cleric bureaucracy of Middle Ages…surely, the United
States [can find a writing style more suitable] to its democratic principles of government?”
(Flesch, 1945, p. 242). Since the 1940s, there has been a call for the government to simplify the
writing style of official documents to make them easier for the general public to read and
comprehend. In readability researcher Rudolph Flesch’s article, More About Gobbledygook, he
proposed that the language of the government is not simply a question of style. Compliance with
laws and regulations may hinge on proper wording. Public goodwill may be associated with the
appropriate editing of government publications. To take Flesch’s argument one-step further,
access to the services of the federal government may first be determined by a person’s ability to
access, comprehend, and comply with a form, rather than depend on the basis of their need.
Governmental writing is difficult to read not merely because the vocabulary is sometimes
overly technical, but also because the style of writing is “overexact, overabstract, and
overimpersonal” (Flesch, 1945, p. 241). Governmental writing takes the personal out of writing
because the goal is for each example to apply to the broadest case. According to Flesch (1945),
governmental publications are public writing for public reading. He proposed that governmental
documents’ styles attempt to make them seem as if human hand never touched, much less
created, the documents.
Although created within a democracy by a government ruled by the people, the written
products of US government are often largely incomprehensible to the populace they are designed
for. Flesch (1945) argued that the average government document was incomprehensible to the
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typical American who only held an 8th grade education at that time. Unwittingly, Flesch, and
other reading research contemporaries concerned with industriousness of the population during
and after the World Wars, started what would become known as the “Readability” to “Plain
Language” movement in not only education and government, but also private industry.
A social responsibility of public education is to produce students who can govern
themselves, critically analyze their environment, and be active participants in the democratic
processes (Gray, 1940; Freire, 1970). Further, the origins of teaching reading come from Greek
and Roman instruction on citizenship, which centered around literacy (Gray, 1940). The ancients
understood that to be a contributing and participating member of society, people had to read and
understand law to make informed decisions. Following the birth of the United States, the original
purpose for promoting free public education (primarily classified as literacy) was to promote
national solidarity and unity of the new and expanding nation (Gray, 1940). The founding fathers
also understood that training in literacy was the key to a functioning democracy. One of the main
reasons for advancing the proliferation of public education in 1800s was that, as America
expanded west, there was even greater need for people to have high reading and critical thinking
skills in order to govern themselves (Gray, 1940). Although most Americans today have beyond
an 8th grade education, the literacy level of the adult population continues to be a pressing
concern.
In 2004, the National Center for Education Statistics released its findings from the 2003
National Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL). The NAAL is the most current, government
funded generalizable measure of adults’ (16 years or older) literacy in the United States (U.S.
Department of Education, 2004b). The assessment and corresponding analysis are produced by
the National Center for Educational Statistics (White & McCloskey, in press). Literacy is defined
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by NAAL as “the ability to use printed and written information to function in society, to achieve
one's goals, and to develop one's knowledge and potential” (White & McCloskey, in press, p. 1).
The 2003 NAAL assessment broke down adult literacy into three task domains including:
(1) prose tasks, those that “require the ability to search, comprehend, and use information from
continuous texts such as news articles and instructional materials,” (2) document tasks, those that
“require the ability to search, comprehend, and use information from noncontiguous texts such as
job applications, maps, and food labels,” and (3) quantitative tasks those that “require the ability
to identify and perform computations using numbers embedded in printed materials” (U.S.
Department of Education, 2004a, p. 3). All of the domains emphasize content reading
comprehension as the prerequisite skill in completing the tasks. White & McCloskey (in press)
give examples of document tasks as including “using a schedule to select a train, filling out
appropriate information on a form, and locating a street on a map” (p. 1). Therefore, document
domain literacy levels are a very appropriate predictor of the adult populations’ ability to
navigate governmental processes and fill out forms for governmental assistance.
The NAAL 2003 results found that, of the population that could be assessed (3% could
not be due to language spoken or cognitive disability), 11 million US adults were non-literate in
English (U.S. Department of Education, 2004a). This 11 million, who were considered
completely non-literate, were given an alternative assessment and were not part of the NAAL
data. Of those included in the data, literacy levels were rated and defined within bands of:
Below Basic “no more than the most simple and concrete literacy skills”
Basic “can perform simple and everyday literacy activities”
Intermediate “can perform moderately challenging literacy activities”
Proficient “can perform complex and challenging literacy activities”

3	
  

The results revealed that 70 million adults in the United States fall in the Basic or Below Basic
bands in the domain of document literacy (U.S. Department of Education, 2004a). Therefore,
including the 11 million who are completely non-literate and the 3% of the population that was
not tested, almost 40% of the United States population has a Basic (or lower) skill level for
document literacy (U.S. Department of Education, 2004b).
In 2012, the National Research Council followed up the 2004 report with the statistic that
90 million adults in the US lack “adequate literacy,” which they define as being able to “read,
write, and communicate using a symbol system and appropriate tools and technologies to meet
the goals and demands of individuals, their families, and society” (National Research Council,
2012, p. 2). This larger scope of literacy exceeds the basic skill definition provided by NAAL to
encompass the needs of functioning within an increasingly digital world.
Furthermore, data from the 1992 NAAL was analyzed to determine the relationship
between welfare recipients and literacy skill level. It was found that among those who were
welfare recipients, almost one half ranked in the lowest literacy level and an additional 33%
ranked in the second lowest literacy level (Barton, Jenkins, & Educational Testing Service, 1995).
If government documents are produced for the people the departments serve, the documents must
take into account the reading skills of the population who will be likely to utilize its services or
require compliance. Writing assistance application forms at a level that exceeds the clients’
ability to comprehend limits access to services promised by a democratic system of governance.
In the 1990s, a new political philosophy of economics was fostered in the US – one of
autonomy and fiscal restraint evidenced by the “self reliance” policy of Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (1996) as well as incentives to privatize Social Security and
Medicaid/Medicare (Haveman, 2002). For example, government systems and political structures
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began to emphasize loans over grants for students attending higher education institutions and
instituted deregulation of financial systems (Haveman, 2002). The destabilization of the nation’s
safety net highlighted how social supports were replaced with an individualistic mentality
coupled with corporatization protections. Following deregulation, the great economic recession
begun in 2008 as Americans of every socio economic status began to see widespread loss of
wages, unemployment, and increases in the cost of living (Luhby, 2008). The need for
government intervention became evident (Luhby, 2011).
According to the 2010 U.S. Census, “More than one in three Americans lived in
households that received Medicaid, food stamps or other means-based government assistance in
mid-2010” (Luhby, 2012, p. 1). 26% of households received Medicaid, and 15% received food
stamps (US Census Bureau, 2012). Medicaid and food stamps programs are the largest
government assistance programs. In total, there were about 148 million Americans who were
receiving federal government assistance in 2010 (US Census Bureau, 2012). This number is up
from one in four ten years ago and is thought only to increase as the Baby Boom generation
continues to retire - as currently 16% of households are on Social Security and 15% utilizing
Medicare benefits (Luhby, 2012).
21st century challenges, including but not limited to the recession, also fostered an
increase in federally managed crises including: domestic threats such as terrorism and natural
disaster, the mortgage crises, student-loan crises, and the health literacy crises. New government
agencies and programs were created to both manage the crises and create policies to limit future
effects by empowering citizens/consumers with information (Hillebrand, 2012). These include
the Department of Homeland Security, which houses the Federal Emergency Management
Agency, and the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. However, to empower citizens,

5	
  

information about how to manage these crises as well as navigate the “institutional framework
can occur only in the medium of symbolic interaction itself, that is, through removing restrictions
on communication” with the public (Habermas, 1975, p. 105).
After 60+ years of plain writing advocates calls to increase the clarity of government
writing, the Plain Writing Act (PWA) of 2010 codified the use of plain language in any federal
government document that is for pubic use (Rein, 2012). Yet, no evaluation of the participants’
experience or the quality and effectiveness of government documents used for access to services
by the citizenry has been completed by an independent evaluator since the PWA’s passage.
Representative Bradley, one of the legislative sponsors of the Plain Writing Act was
quoted in Singer’s (2012) press release saying:
Unless federal agencies are held accountable, they won’t implement the changes required
by the Plain Writing Act... [W]e still have a long way to go to make government forms
and documents simpler and easier for taxpayers to understand. Some federal agencies
have embraced the Plain Writing Act, and others haven’t. Until [they all embrace change],
we’re going to keep holding bureaucrats’ feet to the fire.
Purpose of the Study
The objective of this exploratory sequential mixed methods research is to examine the
participants’ perceptions regarding the clarity/usability of federal government food assistance
applications as well as their ability to comprehend and complete selected federal government
food assistance applications (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Application (SNAP)
for Assistance and Free and Reduced Price School Meals Family Application). The study seeks
to identify, through usability and document testing, which factors of text complexity effect
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adult’s comprehension of and ability to adequately complete assistance application documents
post Plain Writing Act.
Usability’s dimensions, as defined by Quesenbery (2008), are: effective, efficient,
engaging, error tolerant, and easy to learn. The study examines usability through the
comprehension and completion of, as well as participants’ perceptions regarding, the
clarity/usability of federal government assistance applications using two divergent purposeful
samples of self-identified outlier populations – six adult literacy learners enrolled in adult
literacy programs in a large southern metropolitan city in the United States and six adult
residential doctoral students enrolled in an education program at a research intensive university
in the same city on selected national government food assistance applications.
Objectives
1. To measure two divergent purposeful samples of self-identified outlier populations’
abilities to comprehend and successfully complete selected government food assistance
applications.
2. To investigate participants’ perceptions regarding clarity/usability of government food
assistance processes.
3. To identify factors of text complexity associated with hindered comprehension and
completion of government assistance applications.
To address diversity of objectives (QUAL & QUAN) in an iterative manner within the
evaluation, a sequential mixed method design is proposed.
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Research Question & Sub Questions
Overarching Research Question
Since the passage of the Plain Writing Act of 2010, are selected federal government assistance
application materials difficult for the public to comprehend and complete?
Additional Research Questions for each Phase
In keeping with the design of a sequential mixed method study, additional research questions
specific to each phase are outlined:
Phase 1: Multilevel Mixed (Exploratory) Questions
QUAN Research Question 1: How do two participant subgroups perform on usability testing of
selected federal government food assistance applications (as indicated by specified usability test
metrics of task completion, error-free rate, critical/non critical errors, problem severity, and time
on task)?
QUAL Research Question 1: How do participants describe their comprehension of the text
during usability testing of selected federal government food assistance applications (as indicated
by Think Aloud Protocol and Paraphrase Testing)?
Phase 2: Mono-Method QUAL (Exploratory) Questions
QUAL Research Question 2: How do participants describe their perceptions regarding
clarity/usability of federal government food assistance processes (as indicated by an interview)?
Phase 3: Multi-Method QUAL (Confirmatory) Questions
QUAL Research Question 2: What are the text complexity metrics as specified by Phase 1 and 2
of the research and the Plain Writing Act associated with comprehension and successful
completion of selected government food assistance application processes?
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QUAL Research Hypothesis 1: Selected federal government assistance documents will be
written with a higher level of text complexity than appropriate for the public as specified by
research and the Plain Writing Act.
Definition of Terms
Completion Rate: the percentage of test participants who successfully complete the task without
critical errors. A critical error is defined as an error that results in an incorrect or incomplete
outcome. In other words, the completion rate represents the percentage of participants who, when
they are finished with the specified task, have an "output" that is correct. Note: If a participant
requires assistance in order to achieve a correct output then the task will be scored as a critical
error and the overall completion rate for the task will be affected. A completion rate of 100% is
the goal for each task in this usability test (Plain Language.gov, 2011b).
Critical Errors: unresolved errors during the process of completing the task or errors that
produce an incorrect outcome. There are several ways to obtain critical error. (1) Obtaining or
otherwise reporting of the wrong data value by participant is a critical error. Participants may or
may not be aware that the task goal is incorrect or incomplete. (2) Not independently completing
the scenario by obtaining help or signaling to stop (giving up) during the task is a critical error.
(3) “Critical errors can also be assigned when the participant initiates (or attempts to initiate) and
action that will result in the goal state becoming unobtainable” (Plain Language.gov, 2011b, p. 2).
Dimensions of Usability Testing: the five dimensions are defined as effective, efficient,
engaging, error tolerant, and easy to learn for the participants (Quesenbery, 2008, 2012).
Document Testing: a combined term to refer to several techniques, which can be used to
improve a document, based on feedback from an audience. A document here includes websites,
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documents, brochures, applications, mobile websites, videos, social media sites, and public
affairs messages (Plain Language Guidelines, 2011).
Error-free rate: the percentage of test participants who complete the task without any errors
(critical or non-critical errors). A non-critical error is an error that would not have an impact on
the final output of the task but would result in the task being completed less efficiently. An errorfree rate of 80% is the goal for each task in this usability test. (Plain Language.gov, 2011b).
Federal Government Assistance Document: here used to describe any document used by the
public to obtain information about assistance or actual assistance in the form of goods or services
from the US government and/or its related agencies and programs.
Metacognitive Awareness of Reading Strategies Inventory: an inventory designed by
Mokhtari and Reichard (2002) to assess adolescent and adult’ readers awareness and use of
reading strategies. The assessment breaks into four subscales: global reading strategies, problemsolving strategies, support reading strategies, and overall reading strategies.
Non-critical Errors: Non-critical errors are errors that are recovered from by the participant and
sometimes cause frustration, or, if not discovered by the participant, do not result in processing
problems or unexpected results. These errors may be procedural, where the participant does not
complete a scenario in the most optimal means (e.g., excessive steps, re-reads, looking in the
wrong area of the document for information). These errors may also be errors of confusion
(scratch outs, remarks, etc.). (Plain Language.gov, 2011b).
Paraphrase Testing: a document testing technique used with smaller audiences and best for
short documents where 6-9 interviews are conducted on one document. Testing consists of
asking participants to read a passage and then stop and tell the tester, in their own words, what
the section means (Plain Language Guidelines, 2011).
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Problem Severity: to prioritize recommendations, a method of problem severity classification
will be used in the analysis of the data collected during evaluation activities. The approach treats
problem severity as a combination of two factors - the impact of the problem and the frequency
of users experiencing the problem during the evaluation. (Plain Language.gov, 2011b)
Impact: the ranking of the consequences of the problem by defining the level of impact
that the problem has on successful task completion. There are three levels of impact:
High - prevents the user from completing the task (critical error)
Moderate - causes user difficulty but the task can be completed (non-critical error)
Low - minor problems that do not significantly affect the task completion or cause user
difficulty (non-critical error)
Frequency: the percentage of participants who experience the problem when working on
a task.
High: 30% or more of the participants experience the problem
Moderate: 11% - 29% of participants experience the problem
Low: 10% or fewer of the participants experience the problem
Usability Testing: type of document testing used in one-on-one sessions where participant uses
document to try and locate specific information and includes (1) an introduction where the tester
makes the participant comfortable, explains the sequence of events, and asks some demographic
information pertaining to the task, (2) a scenario where the tester gives the participant a very
short story to suggest their need for the document/information, followed by watching and
listening as they find the information or fill it out (potentially Thinking Aloud while they work),
and (3) a debriefing, where the tester asks questions about the experience or any specific
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component of the test the tester would like more information about (Plain Language.gov, 2011b;
Rubin & Chisnell, 2008).
Usability Test Metrics: the metric where user’s performance is measured against specific
performance goals set by a government agency (Plain Language.gov, 2011a).
Scenario Completion: “participant obtains or inputs specific data that would be used in course
of a typical task, and the scenario is completed when the participant indicates the scenario's goal
has been obtained (whether successfully or unsuccessfully), or the participant requests and
receives sufficient guidance as to warrant scoring the scenario as a critical error” (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2006, p. 2).
Think Aloud Protocol: an informal reading comprehension assessment technique whereby a
participant responds to a pre-prepared passage by retelling the passage in his/her own words
(Collins & Cheek, 1999; Wade, 1990).
Time on task: the time to complete each scenario, not including subjective evaluation durations,
recorded. Here, it is measured from the time the person begins the scenario to the time he/she
signals completion.
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CHAPTER 2.
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
“Four basic premises of writing: clarity, brevity, simplicity, and humanity.”
- Fortune cookie, May 2012
Plain Language Policy History & Rationale
The need for plain language in US government publications is not a new concept. In the
1970s, understanding the citizenry’s increasing demand for meaningful communication, “plain
language” began to be incentivized by the federal government in its communication with the
public (Locke, 2004). According to Plainlanguage.gov (2004), “plain language (also called Plain
English) is communication your audience can understand the first time they read or hear it. No
one technique defines plain language. Rather, plain language is defined by results—it is easy to
read, understand, and use” (p. 1).
President Nixon initially called for the use of plain language in the writing of the Federal
Regulations, and, in 1977, the first plain language document was written by the Federal
Communications Commission when it issued the Federal Regulations for Citizen’s Band Radios
(Locke, 2004). Following this trend, President Carter issued executive orders mandating that
“government regulations be cost-effective and easy-to-understand by those who were required to
comply with them” (Locke, 2004, p.1). In 1978, the Department of Education decided to fund a
research initiative to study governmental writing style and also serve as a consultant to help
federal agencies learn to write more clearly (Locke, 2004). The Document Design Project was
contracted and helped many federal agencies incorporate plain language into their documents
(Locke, 2004).
The plain language movement did not advance further in the 1980s and 1990s until
President Clinton created the first Presidential Memorandum requiring all federal documents be
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written in plain language by January 1, 1999 (Locke, 2004). He assigned Vice President, Al Gore,
an ardent advocate of plain language, to monitor compliance. Vice President Gore even began to
incentivize the process when he awarded “No Gobbledygook Awards” monthly to organizations
that converted their publications to plain language (Locke, 2004).
On October 13, 2010, after over 80 years of pressure to codify plain language into law as
a right of the people, the plain language movement was legitimately acknowledged by President
Obama when he signed into law the Plain Writing Act of 2010. The act required by law by July
2011, many of Flesch’s original recommendations for writing public documents in stating that
the federal government:
use plain language in any document that: is necessary for obtaining any federal
government benefit or service or filing taxes, provides information about an federal
government benefit or service, or explains to the public how to comply with a
requirement that the federal government administers or enforces (Plain Writing Act of
2010: Federal Agency Requirements, 2011)
However, there is no penalty for inaction on the part of the governmental agencies (Rein,
2012). “Ultimately, the Act asks government agencies to take steps to assure that they are
communicating clearly with businesses, consumers and other stakeholders” (Singer, 2012, p. 1).
In July 2012, exactly one year after the implementation of the Plain Writing Act of 2010, the
Center for Plain Language gave twelve US government agencies rankings on their ability to
comply with the tenants of the act as well “how well they followed the “spirit” of the act” as
evidenced by “other supporting activities” (Cheek, 2012a, p. 1). The framework for evaluation is
displayed in the following example evaluation of the Department of Agriculture (USDA):
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Perhaps most damming are the “measurements” sub scores for individual agencies, which
tabulated efforts to evaluate quality and effectiveness in documents since the PWA of 2010. Of
the twelve agencies, only three, Department of Health & Human Services (HHS) with a score of
10/20, The Social Security Administration (SSA) with a score of 5/20 and the Department of
Agriculture (USDA) with a score of 8/20 were found to have any measures in place to evaluate
quality and effectiveness of documents, and each of the three were limited (Cheek, 2012b, 2012c,
2012d). HHS was evaluated highest; however, their efforts were described as “spotty quality
testing where only some agencies within the department have measures in place” (Cheek, 2012b,
p. 2).
The SSA received a score of 5/20 because they “conducted a “Notice Probe” to determine
if notices comply with our writing guidelines and a “Special Notice Option Survey” to measure
satisfaction of special notice format” (Cheek, 2012c, p. 2). However, no testing was done on
application forms or their associated documents. Lastly, the USDA, received credit for
“instituting verification steps and creating a subcommittee of the Plain Language working group
to oversee compliance” (Cheek, 2012d, p.2). Essentially, even those agencies rated more
favorably by the Center for Plain Language have not taken meaningful steps toward amending
their application documents themselves.
At the 12th Annual International Conference on Clarity in May 2012, these findings were
corroborated as representatives from HSS, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB),
the US Citizenship and Immigration Service (USCIS), and the General Service Administration
(GSA). The agencies were chosen for inclusion in the conference for exemplary practices in
implementation of plain writing. Their representatives spoke of implementation of training for
writers, revision of notices to the public, and revisions of some websites (Cantania, 2012; Daniel,
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2012; Hillebrand, 2012; Pollitz, 2012; and Spivey, 2012). None spoke of usability testing or
evaluation/measurement of application forms despite those being the access point to services
with the departments.
Perhaps this lack of implementation is because the Federal Plain Language Guidelines
(FPLG) ironically outline in 120 pages over 130 separate directives for implementation of Plain
Language – from the very specific and objective “lists are left justified only” to the very
subjective and vague “document avoids excess modifiers” along with at least six supplemental
lists of suggested words to avoid (Federal Plain Language Guidelines, 2011, p. 72, p. 38).
Additionally, each department can interpret the FPLG in their own contexts creating separate
FPLG’s specific to their organization (Plain Language.gov, 2011). Lastly, the government’s
participant usability screener for agencies recommends terminating participation in usability
testing of any potential participant who “is not employed, spends less than one hour per week on
the internet, has high school or less education, or is 75+” (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2006).
As more citizens of all ages and educational backgrounds are forced to access and use
government services, citizens need plain language in business, government, and legal
communication (Kimble, 2012a). Kimble (2012a) summarized 50 case studies and demonstrates
the fiscal and good will benefits of using plain language in legal and public documents. Some of
the results of the use of plain language are tangible whereby plain language use saves time and
money resulting from fewer phone calls and questions fielded by government agencies from
confusion about forms (Kimble, 2012b). Kimble pinpoints how millions of taxpayer dollars can
be saved using plain language, and that reducing rhetoric and jargon increases the reader’s ability
to comply with directions (Kimble, 2012b)
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Usability Testing & Think Alouds
Usability testing is the recommended method to assess plain language. Usability testing is
used by government agencies to field test their electronic products like websites and mobile apps,
but rarely used to test forms (Cheek, 2012a). Usability testing dimensions are commonly referred
to as the “5 Es” (Quesenbery, 2008), or the product’s: (1) effectiveness - how well the product
completely and accurately achieves its goal, (2) efficiency - how quickly the goal can be
accomplished, (3) engaging quality – how pleasant and satisfying the product’s use, (4) error
tolerance – how the product attempts to support use by preventing user errors and helping users
recover from errors and mistakes, and (5) learning ease – how the product supports the “initial
orientation” and supports through the continued use of the product. Usability testing can be
conducted formatively, during the development process, or summatively, after the product has
been created (Barnum, 2010). When testing in-use forms, a summative usability test is
appropriate.
The five components of usability are tested through the lens of the user, not the product,
in a four-step process, so the first step is defining the user as a subgroup by defining a user
profile (Barnum, 2010; Rubin & Chisnell, 2008). To choose users for a profile, it is important to
pinpoint levels of expertise and need within the product being tested (Barnum, 2010). Because
government agencies are located in capital cities, drafters can have more intimate background
knowledge of the government and its systems (Quesenbery, 2012). End users, citizens,
frequently do not have the breadth of background knowledge of the system, so it is very
important to test with people believed to lack knowledge of government processes (Quesenbery,
2012).
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For government systems, as audiences are diverse, the systems “should consider the full
range of users including possible differences based on geography, race/ethnicity,
income/education, language preferences, literacy, and the need for assistive technology”
(Quesenbery, 2012, p. 326). Quesenbery (2012) also mentions the importance of ethical practices
when working within evaluation of government systems because of the inherent power
discrepancy between citizen and agency. The U.S. Department of Health and Hospitals (2006b)
recommends for all of their testing practices that consent is acquired before the session begins;
however after the session, given the nature of the information sometimes revealed, consent is
reaffirmed after the recording.
The second step in the usability process is selecting tasks or goals that match the
evaluation goal for the product (Barnum, 2010; Rubin & Chisnell, 2008). Essentially, the tester is
choosing what she/he wishes to learn about the user’s experience with the product in question
(Barnum, 2010). The moderator, or tester, creates scenarios relevant to real world situations an
end user would encounter with a product (Barnum, 2010). For example, if a tester was interested
in evaluating a web site for a hotel booking system, they may have the user attempt to book a
specified hotel room using the site for a certain day, time, and location. A moderator, or tester,
can also work with participants to “define a goal that is relevant to the individual” (Quesenbery,
2012, p. 321). The evaluator should start with a shorter scenario or task first and work their way
into longer scenarios (Barnum, 2010).
In the third step of the usability testing process, the moderator or tester encourages the
participant to “think out loud” during the scenarios (Barnum, 2010; Quesenbery, 2012; Rubin &
Chisnell, 2008). For usability standards, this is encouraged through techniques such as: (1)
prompting - where the moderator asks questions such as, “What did you think it meant by?, Can
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you tell me what you are thinking?, and How do you feel about this process?,” (2) echoing –
where the moderator repeats all or part of the participants words to ask a related question, (3)
conversational disequilibrium – where the moderator lets their sentence end such as, “And you
were expecting...,” and (4) summarizing – where when the moderator believes they have arrived
at a key understanding of the participant, they rephrase the understanding and ask confirmation
or further explanation from the participant (Barnum, 2010, p. 212-213).
However, some researchers have found validity problems with this assessment technique.
Comprehension monitoring is the purpose of using a think-aloud in educational settings (Collins
& Cheek, 1999; Wade, 1990). From a reading/cognition research perspective, the usability
standards of a think aloud protocol will result in increased comprehension by the participant as
they are working through the form, resulting in an inaccurate evaluation of the form itself
(Ericsson and Simon, 1993, xix). Ericsson and Simon (1993) pinpoint three types of
verbalization during think aloud protocols. The type of verbalization encouraged by the usability
standards are socially motivated, encouraging communication between the tester and the
participants, and are very different than those used by the participants when they are attempting
to solve problems, perform actions, and make evaluations of the task they have in front of them
(Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Ericsson and Simon elaborate on the problem saying,
Adults are often asked to describe how to do something. Decisions and judgments are
often discussed publically and challenged, thereby requiring individuals to justify and
even rationalize their choice and evolutions... Successful communication with listeners
requires additional processes to attain coherence and take account of differences in
background knowledge (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p. xiv).
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To alleviate the problems associated, Ericsson and Simon (1993) recommend four
practices to acquire knowledge of participants thinking during a task and minimally alter their
comprehension/cognitive state.
1. The testing situation is prearranged so that participants know that social interaction
during the task is not intended. The moderator is seated behind the participant or is
not visible and the instructions for the “think aloud” warn the participants against the
moderators participation.
2. The participants are given a practice problem, which is easy to verbalize, so they can
get acquainted with the procedure.
3. Social interactions between the moderator and participant are limited during the task
completion. Participants are prompted for task completion without social cues. For
example, instead of saying, “tell me what you are thinking,” the moderator says,
“keep talking.”
4. Only when the focus is retained on completing the task with the thinking aloud as a
secondary task, can the researcher/tester expect the same results as if the tester had
not been present (Ericsson & Simon, 1993)
There are some pitfalls to the type of verbalization produced by this procedure, known as
concurrent verbalization, including lack of coherence (Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Also,
concurrent verbalization type of think aloud protocol does not say how a solution was found or
what the participant was thinking, but it retains concurrent sequences of thoughts, which can then
be analyzed (Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Due to both types of think alouds’ benefits and pitfalls,
to adequately evaluate the forms of government assistance, both types of think aloud
verbalization (social and concurrent) can and should be utilized.
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In the fourth step of the usability testing process, the moderator or tester administers the
post-test interview, questionnaire, or survey (Barnum, 2010; Rubin & Chisnell, 2008;
Quesenbery, 2012). This information is used to triangulate the data from the scenario testing by
soliciting additional quantitative data (in the form of a survey) or qualitative data (in the form of
an interview from participants (Quesenbery, 2012). Having both qualitative and quantitative data
regarding participant’s comprehension is helpful in evaluating the form’s use.
Language Comprehension
Language comprehension is a function of schema where symbols are assigned meaning
and interpreted. According to schema theories, all units of knowledge are called schemata
(Rummlehard, 1981). Within each unit, there is information about content along with the way
that the information is supposed to be used - with each schema mapped to related others in use
or content (de Beaugrande, 1987; Pearson & Camperell, 1981). Schema theory is the prevailing
theory of how people learn new information across the life spectrum from children to adults, and
“greater working memory capacity is thought to facilitate comprehension through the availability
of ample cognitive resources to simultaneously engage in multiple reading processes” (Sesma,
Mahone, Levine, Eason, & Cutting, 2009, p. 243). The better people can access their working
memories to create connections between their “real world”/ontological experiences when
learning/reading, the more likely new information will be stored as additional schemata and will
be easily accessible for retrieval later (Reigluth, 1999). The information stored for retrieval,
whether on content or context, is classified as a person’s prior knowledge (Rummlehard, 1981).
The RAND Reading Study group in 2002, defined reading comprehension as
“simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning” (Snow & Sweet, 2003, p. 1). Reading
comprehension becomes “an interactive process between the text information and the

23	
  

background knowledge of the reader. Readers process text in this manner, allowing new
information to affect their existing knowledge and enhancing their schema or storage of
information” (Collins & Cheek, 1999, p. 63). There are three theoretical rationales,
metacognitive, cognitive, and affective, that further define how schema theory specifically
applies to reading comprehension.
The first is metacognitive. Flavell (1979) first acknowledged metacognition in reading
comprehension as “one’s knowledge concerning one’s own cognitive processes and products or
anything related to them” (p. 906). The two components of metacognition are knowledge about
one’s cognition and the ability to regulate one’s cognition (Alexander, 2005; Baker & Brown,
1984; Martinez, 2006; Pintrich, 2002; Sperling, Howard, Staley, & Dubois, 2004). Knowledge
about one’s cognition is both stable where the reader understands his/her own cognitive load
capacity (Baker & Brown, 1984) and stateable in that the reader can explain his or her cognitive
processes to others (Holschuh & Aultman, 2009; Wade, 1990). Self-awareness of comprehension
is domain specific and varies greatly depending on the complexity and kind of text the person is
interacting with (Alexander, 2005; Pintrich, 2002).
Self regulation, on the other hand, includes the planning and monitoring of strategies
used to comprehend text and understanding how to monitor one’s own thinking to apply a
different strategy when comprehension breaks down (Pintrich, 2002). Specifically, it includes the
ability to “detect errors or contradictions in text, knowledge of different strategies to use with
different kinds of texts, and the ability to separate important from unimportant information”
(Holschuh & Aultman, 2009, p. 122). In environments where independent reading processes are
central to success, such as government assistance forms, those lacking metacognitive awareness
will be more likely to experience problems (Baker & Brown, 1984).
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Research on the knowledge of the metacognitive awareness of those filling out
government assistance forms is non existent, but scales such as the Mokhtari & Reichard’s
(2000) Metacognitive Awareness of Reading Strategies have been used widely with adult
populations to gauge their ability to metacognate through expository (informational) text
(Cromley & Azevedo, 2011; Nash-Ditzel, 2010). Because of the pervasive view of
metacognition as the foundation of understanding text (Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983; Pintrich,
2004; Pressley, Van Etten, Yokoi, Freebern, & Van Meter, 1998), any evaluation of text
comprehension should include assessment on metacognition of users.
The second, cognitive, component of comprehension relates to interaction between one’s
knowledge and comprehension. Alexander’s Model of Domain Learning (2005) speaks directly
to the development of knowledge’s interaction with comprehension over the life of an individual.
He suggests that an individual’s knowledge is not age or grade dependent (Alexander, 2005), but
is divided into topic knowledge and domain knowledge. Topic knowledge is what one’s knows
about any particular topic, or their background, but domain knowledge is a larger understanding
of a body of knowledge, which can be declarative (knowing that), conditional (knowing when
and where), and procedural (knowing how) (Alexander, 2005). As learners become proficient in
domain knowledge, their use of text becomes easier. This speaks to why those with a better
understanding of systems and their processes have an easier acclamation to proficiency time with
new text from that system.
The final, affective, component of comprehension describes those factors of
comprehension related to self-schemas (Ng, 2005; Petersen, Stahlberg, & Dauenheimer, 2000).
Self-schemas guide different domain processing based on past experiences (Ng, 2005). For
instance, an adult who does not feel like they have been successful in application processes may
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believe their new experiences with applications will be similarly ineffective. Further, if an adult
possesses low literacy skills in modern US culture, there is a stigma associated which can hinder
their ability to seek help from a system, which has failed them repetitively (Cassidy, Valdex,
Garrett, & Barrera, 2010).
Text Complexity
The research highlighted above covers many of the nonlinguistic or student centered
components of comprehension. But, human information processing has limits of productivity in
processing related to internal processes and external stimuli. Cognitive load, or the demands
placed on cognition, can be classified by two types of limitations placed on the cognitive system:
intrinsic and extrinsic (Bruning et al., 2004). The higher the cognitive load involved in a task, the
less likely it will be effectively and efficiently completed (Shunk, 2008). Intrinsic cognitive load
occurs within the learner’s internal cognitive state while learning new information (discussed in
the section above), and external load stems from the way the information is presented and the
tasks required from the text of the learner. How materials are presented can significantly affect
external cognitive load. Therefore, linguistic specific components of comprehension were also
examined.
Perhaps most important in an evaluation of how adults navigate food assistance materials
is knowledge text structure, sometimes referred to as text complexity. Text complexity has been
defined in both macro and micro in structure and function (de Beaugrande, 1987; Pearson &
Camperell, 1981). Readers must understand the micro (small) components of text like
letter/sound correspondence, sentence and paragraph structure including grammatical structure,
and formats for sentence/paragraph combining as well as those labeled macro (large)
components of text such as text type, text features, authors’ purpose, style, and format (Collins &
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Cheek, 1999). Text complexity is also very dependent on the vocabulary choice of a text. Since
70% of the most commonly used words have more than one meaning (Bromley, 2007),
vocabulary is an important consideration for comprehension analysis. Without knowledge of the
meaning of words, comprehension will be skewed. Expository or document texts are packed with
technical and advanced vocabulary, many of which are homophones or heteronyms (Friedland,
McMillen, & del Prado Hill, 2011).
Understanding the complexity of a text created by the government to be utilized by the
public is an important component evidenced through the over 130 directives within the 120
pages of the Plain Language Guidelines (2011) distributed by the US Government. While these
guidelines are categorized into groups (audience, organization, words, sentences, paragraphs,
other guidelines, and web) (see Appendix), review of the current academic perspective of text
complexity is warranted. When readers interact with an informational or a document text, there
are several factors that impede comprehension including: a higher readability level, compact
presentation of information, a different organization pattern, numerous concepts presented within
one document, and technical and specialized vocabulary (Collins & Cheek, 1999; Gray, 1947;
Pearson & Camperell, 1981).
Reading researchers have understood the importance of text complexity on
comprehension for many years. One of the earliest systematic studies of reading was in text
complexity. In 1844, Valentius was curious about how words are recognized by the brain (Gray,
1940). He, followed by Cattell, Erdmann, Dodge, found that people read by phrases, words, or
letters depending on their familiarity with the information and the difficulty they encounter
(Gray, 1940). This line of research continued to focus on how the reader interacts with print.
Edgar Dale and Jeanne Chall (1948) defined readability as “the sum total (including all the
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interactions) of all those elements within a given piece of printed material that affect the success
a group of readers have with it. The success is the extent to which they understand it, read it at an
optimal speed, and find it interesting” (p. 211). Some of the first official inquiries into readability,
like those of Lorge, Thorndike, Dale, and Dolch, related to vocabulary and vocabulary frequency
within passages based on words in a pre-prepared word list to a passage’s readability (Dale &
Chall, 1948; Gray, 1947). Abstract words were also a central tenant of these studies.
Vogel and Washburn were the first to find a formula that related elements of written text
with a specific reading level (Chall, 1947). They wanted to find a measure by which teachers
could select appropriate materials for their students. They correlated text factors and student
achievement within those books based on their Stanford Achievement Test scores (Chall, 1947).
Vogel and Washburn were also the first to analyze sentence structure as a component of
readability (Chall, 1947). In 1934, McClusky also found, in analyzing college texts, “easier
works” like those of fiction had shorter words and sentences including more familiar concrete
nouns, and as many ideas as more “complex texts,” but those texts’ ideas were “more abstract,
technical, and generalized in nature” (Gray, 1947, p. 5).
Later studies, including ones by Gray, took into account sentence and word structure
along with exhaustive surveys to find that the four factors affected adult readability for
struggling populations were format, general features of organization, style of expression and
presentation, and content (Gray, 1947). Content and style ranked first and second in determinate
order of readability. Gray then specifically looked at style factors and found that “the number of
different words, the percent of uncommon words, the relative number of personal pronouns, the
relative number of prepositional phrases, and the average sentence length” were all predictive of
readability (Gray, 1947, p. 495). Gray’s was also the first study to look at the reading ability of
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adults. He found that the average American, in the 1940s, had only an 8th grade education.
Subsequently, Lorge found that only three of Gray’s tenants were relevant, sentence length,
different hard words, and prepositional phrases (Chall, 1947).
However, Flesch found, in 1943, that all the previous works did not adequately
differentiate between those reading materials which would be harder or easier for adult
struggling readers (Chall, 1947). He first studied and classified the readability of magazines of
the time. He found that diversity of vocabulary mattered less as the text became more
complicated; therefore, structure took precedence. Flesch was the first to propose the hypothesis
that comprehension difficulty could be determined for the adult reader by “measuring the use of
morphemes,” specifically by “counting the average sentence length in words, prefixes and
suffixes, and abstract words” (Chall, 1947, p. 8). He looked at three tenants of readability:
average sentence length, relative number of affixed morphemes, and the number of personal
references. He dropped the count of abstractness of words from early hypothesis, because it was
closely related to factor of affixes and was, therefore, redundant (Chall, 1947). Morphemic
analysis was later believed to be merely a shortcut for determining the abstractness of words
(Dale & Chall, 1948).
Following Flesch’s research, Dale and Chall amended their vocabulary list and added the
idea of sentence length to find a new readability measure (Chall, 1956). They also were first to
propose the idea that readability levels are not sensitive to levels of meaning, only number.
Readability levels do not account for metaphor or symbolism of language or complexity of
thought (Dale & Chall, 1948). In response, the Flesch formula was revised again to indicate
readability based on average sentence length in words and average syllables per 100 words
(Abruzzini, 1967).	
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However, some cautions from researchers were expressed. Readability measures did not
measure comprehension. They were merely an indicator of the relative difficulty of a passage
and therefore predicted comprehension problems with text beyond the reader’s level (Chall,
1956). Also, it was found that readability should not be used as a technique to edit documents.
Rather, if readability of a document is found to be above target, the author should redraft with
the target in mind versus piecemeal editing for readability score (Chall, 1956).
Text complexity research and its suggestions for improved readability, and, therefore
writing, found its way into the government arena where it picked up the moniker, “plain
language.” Readability measures, particularly the Fry and Flesch Kincaid have been used to
judge government websites, health and auto insurance paperwork, jury directions, consent forms,
Miranda Warnings, loan applications, and a few government forms (Charrow & Charrow, 1979;
Davis, 1977; Grunder, 1981; Harding, 1967; Kaphingst, Zanfini, & Emmons, 2006; Rogers,
Hazelwood, Sewell, Harrison, & Shuman, 2008; Young, Hooker, & Freeberg, 1990). However, a
comprehensive evaluation of the text complexity of government assistance materials and its
affect on comprehension has not been attempted post Plain Writing Act.
Recently ushered in by the Common Core State Standards (2010), text complexity within
any document in educational settings is commonly evaluated using a three-part model of
qualitative, quantitative, and the reader and task assessments. Qualitative components involve the
(1) structure of the text, (2) the language conventionality and clarity, (3) knowledge demands,
and (4) purpose (National Governors Association, 2010). Quantitative evaluation involves
finding the reading level band using the appropriate readability formula(s) (National Governors
Association, 2010). Finally, the reader and task assessment has evaluators consider the
motivation, user knowledge, and experience of the particular audience using the text. All three
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components together provide an assessment of the appropriateness of a specific text for a specific
audience, but the method has not yet been used outside of educational settings. Considering the
lack of a universal standard by which to measure the effect of application materials for
government assistance on participants, the study evaluated two related government food
assistance application document by drawing from Plain Language policy guidelines, usabilitytesting methods, think aloud protocols, comprehension theory, and text complexity evaluations.
Food & Nutrition Policy & Assistance Programs in the US
According to the 2010 US Census, 46.2 million, or 15.1% of all people in the US, fell
below the national poverty line. Hunger is a pervasive problem stemming from poverty in the
United States effecting every age, race, and gender, but hunger disproportionately effects
children, the elderly, the unemployed and the underemployed, the homeless, and people with
disabilities (Karger & Stoesz, 2014). Although US consumers throw away almost one forth of
US food, around 14% of US households are food insecure, which means the household lacks
financial resources to fully meet their basic food needs at all times (USDA, 2012a). Food
insecurity has been on the rise in the last decade due to the economic downturn and is one of the
most pressing nutrition-related public health issues in the U.S. (Gunderson, Kreider, Pepper,
2011a).
The United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service
(FNS) provides children and low-income people access to food, a healthy diet, and food
education (2012). FNS serves nearly one in four people in the US using at least one of the fifteen
(15) food assistance programs (Karger & Stoesz, 2014; USDA, 2012a). Two of the largest food
assistance programs are the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) and the Free
and Reduced Price School Meals Program often referred to as the National School Lunch
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Program (NSLP). In 2011, expenditures for these two programs were a not merely a large
portion of the USDA’s budget, but also were two of the largest nationally funded government
assistance programs with SNAP costing 6.9 billion dollars (3.4 billion from the national
government and 3.5 billion from states) and the NSLP program costing 11.1 billion (USDA,
2012a, 2012b). Interestingly, 65% of SNAP costs are related to certification (USDA, 2012a).
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
In 2011, SNAP delivered nutritious food to 44.7 million people in the US living in 21.1
million households per month for nutritious food for, on average, $134 per person (USDA,
2012a). SNAP has many benefits including: (1) helping to prevent food insecurity, especially
among the largely vulnerable population it serves, (2) having powerful anti-poverty effects
(lifting 3.9 million Americans, including 1.7 million children, out of poverty), and having
economy stimulating properties (for every $1.00 acquired in new benefits results $1.80 in
economic activity) (USDA, 2012a). Funds are distributed through electronic benefits transfer
cards and the assistance is available to households whose incomes are 130% of the Federal
Poverty Guidelines (USDA, 2012a). The majority of SNAP recipients are not able to work (47%
are children, 8% are elderly, and 6% are disabled) (USDA, 2012a). However, SNAP requires
those, who are able, to work, and only 10% of SNAP recipients are Able Bodied Adults Without
Dependents (ABAWD) (USDA, 2012a). SNAP allows up to three months of benefits to
ABAWDs while they are un(der)employed (USDA, 2012a).
The standards for application filing and processing are set by the national government;
however, the administration of the program falls to the state governments (USDA, 2012a). The
benefits of the program are federally funded, while administrative costs are shared between the
federal and state government (USDA, 2007). While some states have reduced the reporting
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required by clients or have implemented online tools, there are few regulations how states
implement the program (USDA, 2012a). The federal government allows for community partners
to be solicited to provide application assistance as well as commercial businesses to assist in
modernizing information systems (USDA, 2012a). The USDA evaluates the overall program
based on performance measures of eligibility decisions versus national standards, proportion of
households who receive benefits, and timeliness of application’s processed (USDA, 2012a).
There is no standardized regulation, oversight, or evaluation of state-by-state processes including
forms and logistics of certification processes.
Free and Reduced Price School Meals Program (NSLP)
For children to learn, they need to eat. Undernourished or malnourished children have
cumulative deficits in learning. Children who are missing or have substandard intakes of major
nutrients have a hard time concentrating in school, are more likely to be absent due to illness,
and consistently score poorly on standardized achievement tests (Cook & Martin, 1995; Karger
& Stoesz, 2014). Teenagers who are lacking nutrition are more likely to have been suspended
from school along with an increased risk of mental health problems including suicide (Cook &
Martin, 1995). However, Cook and Martin (1995) found that increased nutrient intake can
improve and even reverse the effects of previous poor nutrition. The National School Lunch
program was created in 1946 by the School Lunch Act to combat the problem of malnourished
children by providing low cost or free nutritious lunches at schools (Gunderson, Kreider, Pepper,
2011b; USDA, 2012b). In 1998, the program was expanded to include afterschool snacks in
enrichment programs (USDA, 2012b). In 2011, 31 million children in over 100,000 public and
non-profit schools as well as residential care facilities were served each day (USDA, 2012b).
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Identical to the SNAP program, the federal government administers the program, and the
state governments operate the program through school districts and local school food vendors
(USDA, 2012b). Any public, non-profit, or residential facility can participate and receive cash
subsidies and for the meals they serve as well as food subsidies directly from the national
government in return for the facilities meeting nutritional guidelines (USDA, 2012b). To qualify
for free lunch, a child’s family must make less than 130% of the poverty level (currently $29,965
for a family of four) (USDA, 2012b). To qualify for reduced lunch, which can be no higher than
40 cents, the student’s family must make no more than 185% of the poverty level (currently
$42,643 for a family of four) (USDA, 2012b).
In 2004, the Child Nutrition and WIC Reauthorization Act required all school districts to
create, by 2008-2009, a system of direct certification of children from households into the NSLP
that receive Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits without the need for
additional NLP household applications (Moore, Conway, Kyler, & Food and Nutrition Service,
2011). Nationally, the number of school age SNAP participants was expected to increase
(Gleason, 2008); and it was 16 percent higher at the start of 2010-2011 than it was at the start of
2009-2010 (Moore, Conway, Kyler, & Food and Nutrition Service, 2011). The value associated
with a school, district, or state’s percentage of participation in NSLP is significantly tied to both
funding and research.
Due to its scope and move to direct certification by states, several reviews of the
application and certification process of the local education agencies were performed. Ranalli,
Harper, & Hirschman (2011) reported that of the 279,000 applications for verification review,
nearly 22% of them were found to be incorrectly certified (10% under certified and 90% over
certified). The errors were caused by households misreporting incomes, administrative errors,
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misreporting meals, and errors made in counting reimbursable meals (Ranalli, Harper, &
Hirschman, 2011) As a result of this report, Food Nutrition Service (FNS) updated their
requirements for electronically submitted applications, reviewed their application materials with
focus groups, checked their readability level, which was found to be at an 8th grade reading level,
and mandated clear communications between the agency and the public (Concannon, 2011). FNS
also recently a proposed rule to mandate independent analysis of verification reporting by the
local school districts to the state agencies (Bailey, 2012).
Participation Rates & Reasons for Lack of Participation
While there are health and economic benefits to participation in SNAP and NSLP, the
participation rates continue to be a source of concern. In 2009, the most recent statistics available,
only 72% of those eligible to participate in SNAP did (USDA, 2012a). There was great
variability among states for participation. Maine had 100% participation of those who where
eligible, while California had only 53% participation (Cunnyngham, 2012; USDA, 2012a). Of
subgroups, the elderly had the lowest participation rates of those eligible with only 34%
receiving benefits (USDA, 2012a). Reasons for lack of participation include: the lack of
information regarding eligibility, feeling no need for the benefit, being unhappy with the size of
the benefit compared to the time involved in the registration process, the complications of the
application processes, and the shame associated with the benefit (USDA, 2012a).
To further investigate lack of participation and access, California’s Second Harvest Food
Bank commissioned a study to determine the major hindrances to obtaining service. One of the
issues highlighted was the necessity to provide documentation for all deductions (a process seen
as cumbersome, confusing, invasive, and demeaning) (Newman, 2010). Newman (2010) also
found that complex eligibility calculations, confusing denial and acceptance letters, and
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significant fears among the immigrant community that assistance programs were tied to
citizenship had an adverse effect on program participation. Interestingly, he also found that
although direct certification exists for NSLP for those who receive SNAP, the direct certification
does not work in reverse for those families who are already receiving free lunch benefits
(Newman, 2010).
Second Harvest (as cited in Karger & Stoesz, 2014) also reviewed the application process
for food stamps for all 50 states in 2000. Their findings highlight the discrepancies in processes
among states as well as the overall complexity of the system. They found that: (1) over half of
the applications are 10-36 pages in length (ten states have applications between 19-28 pages), (2)
all applications include excessive and invasive questions that have no legal connection to the
FNS program itself, (3) 49 of the 50 along with the District of Columbia have certifications that
must be signed (under penalty of perjury) which are written at the ninth–twelfth grade reading
level.
Problematically, there is not data to suggest the numbers of participation versus the
numbers of eligible for the School Lunch Program - as participation is classified various ways
but never inclusive of those who could participate. Most reports rely on parents’ reports from
those who apply (USDA, 2007). Interestingly, although 93% of parents who filled out
application said their materials were easy to understand, they had trouble answering
comprehension questions about them (USDA, 2007). Only 64% of parents understood that they
could apply anytime throughout the year and 74% understood that they might have to provide
documentation to support their application (USDA, 2007).
U.S. Rep. Bob Etheridge, a North Carolina Democrat, who is also a former state school
superintendent, reinforced these percentages. He pointed out that although food stamp
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participation rose 22% in 2009-2010, as a result of the economic crises, applications for free and
reduced lunch jumped a paltry 3% (Barrett, 2010). He wrote to his constituent principals saying,
"I am writing to encourage you to reach out to your students and their parents. Families who are
newly experiencing economic stress may not be aware that they are eligible” (Barrett, 2010, p.
2C).
Analogously, as recently as December 8, 2012, Matarazzo reported that, while the
enrollment in one school lunch program is down, it experienced a $4,000 loss. The loss came in
the school lunch program’s budget in November, because it gave away emergency lunch to
students who could not pay for it (2012). Christine E. Wallace, director of food services in the
Torrington, Connecticut School District, also believes parents are confused about how the free
and reduced cost program works (Matarazzo, 2012). Wallace thinks that as new families
experience job loss they may be overwhelmed, and are “slowly navigating their way through the
social services for the first time” (Matarazzo, 2012, p. 2B). "Many parents think once they
complete (the application), their kid is set until they graduate” (Matarazzo, 2012, p. 2B).
"It's almost inconceivable to think, when we're walking around with our four-dollar lattes,
that there are families who can't afford two dollars a day for a week," said Cathy Schuchart who
is a board officer in the School Nutrition Association, which is a policy advocacy group in
Washington (Barrett, 2010, p. 2C). The facts point to how pivotal understanding how
comprehension of the government application processes impacts children and adult’s access to
food and nutrition services in a country with oversized food supply. This knowledge can lead to
improved processes, increased efficiency, and, most importantly, improved access to services for
those who need them but lack the agency in the current system to acquire them.
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CHAPTER 3.
METHODS
Rationale for Sequential Mixed Method Design
In mixed methods educational research, the goal of the method is to use pragmatism
theories of knowledge development. The pragmatic methods arise out of action or situation and
are more the result of consequence versus condition (Cresswell, 2003). There is no unity of
knowledge, only use. Careful analysis of the problem is most important as the concern of
research is the solution or “what works” to confront the issue. Knowledge is bound and
developed by context. Mixed methods research espouses that the most complete and accurate
knowledge is gained when multiple strategies for collecting and analyzing data are used.
Therefore, both open and close-ended questions are used within predetermined and emerging
data collection techniques. Because the researcher must define the appropriate recipe for
studying a problem, the statement of purpose and rationale for a study are of primacy.
This study lends itself to an exploratory sequential mixed methods approach in a number
of ways. First, no evaluation, standard usability test, or norm referenced instrument for
evaluation of government documents exists. Secondly, and most important for a policy related
evaluation, The Plain Writing Act and the Federal Plain Language Guidelines outline mandatory
usability testing for agencies beginning with access to and participants’ navigation of documents
as a means of evaluation of stakeholder voice, vocabulary, and use (Plain Writing Act, 2010;
Plain Lanaguage.gov, 2011b). Because this study investigates food assistance materials already
created, summative testing was conducted (Barnum, 2010). Lastly, reading comprehension
involves an intricate interaction between the reader and intentional attention to the text. Factors
related to a person’s interaction with the text can be linguistic (text related and external to the
individual) or non-linguistic (internal and related to the individual) and facilitated by schema
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(Pearson & Camperell, 1981; Rumelhard, 1981). To capture the entire reading comprehension
event with a document, mixed methods is called for. Data from each of the three phases
including quantitative, qualitative, and document analysis components were collected and meta
inferences were coded.
See Figure 1: Dual Focus Model of research problem, as an explanation of the research
focus and corresponding design.
Population & Sample
Purposeful sampling is used in this study to be able to address specific purposes related to
the research questions (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). In order to yield especially valuable
usability information related to comprehension and successful completion of government access
forms, this study, in Phase 1 & 2, utilized self-identified extreme or deviant case sampling,
which is also known as specially selected cases of outlier sampling (Stringfield, 1994). The
extreme cases were chosen from both ends of the distribution of cases of interest to allow for
comparisons and contrasts within those cases (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).
In Barnum (2010), it is suggested that several subgroup profiles be created and five
participants be chosen to represent the group for usability testing. Concurrent researchers
Neilson & & Landauer (1993), Virzi (1992), and Lewis (2001) found that 80-85% of the
variability of findings in a usability test on subgroups can be accounted for by selecting five
users of a subgroup. Participants in Phases 1 and 2 of the study were recruited from two extreme
adult student populations (subgroups) on the literacy spectrum within one large metropolitan city
in the southern United States. Six (6) participants were selected from adult literacy centers the
researcher is involved with and six (6) adult residential doctoral students/candidates enrolled in a
doctoral program in education at a large research-intensive university in the southeastern United
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States. As suggested by Barnum (2010), a 50/50 mix of males and females are represented. An
incentive of a $25.00 gift card to a local major retailer was offered as a means of recruiting
volunteers and compensating them for service (Barnum, 2010). Confidentiality of the
participants follows the stipulations covered within the IRB Consent Form for Participation (see
appendix).
Instrumentation
Phases 1 and 2 of research were captured using video recording. The instrument used to
store data gathered from video recording and the government forms utilized for Phase 1, QUAN
Research Question 1 of this study consisted of a large researcher-designed, computerized
recording form. Particular test metrics of, type of error, critical/non critical errors, problem
severity, and time on task were recorded while participants attempted to successfully complete
two researcher chosen federal government food assistance forms: (1) the Free and Reduced Price
School Meal Application for Assistance (FRPSMA) (see appendix) and (2) the Louisiana
Department of Children and Family Services Application for Assistance (LADCFS). From data
collected, metrics of task completion and error-free rate were calculated for all participants as
well as each sub group for comparison. Every other page of the LADCFS form is intentionally
reproduced and presented upside down to remain authentic to the genuine form received from the
Louisiana Department of Children and Family Services. The LADCFS distributed the 15-page
form to the researcher copied on two sides (back and front), with the backside reproduced upside
down.
To adequately evaluate a government assistance form, both methods of think aloud, the
concurrent verbalization protocol analysis and social verbalization were used sequentially. For
Phase 1, QUAN Research Question 1 and QUAL Research Question 1, a short demographic
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interview followed by two structured protocols adapted from Ericsson & Simon (1993) were
used to administer usability testing of the forms though concurrent verbalization or selection (see
appendix). The first utilized the concurrent verbalization think aloud principle whereby the
participant was encouraged to “talk aloud” during completion of the Free and Reduced Price
School Meal Application for Assistance (FRPSMA). The second protocol used asked
participants to highlight problem areas within the form as they completed it. This protocol was
used during participant completion of the Louisiana Department of Children and Family Services
Application for Assistance (LADCFS). The shorter tasks, here the FRPSMA form, were used for
initial testing and extended talk alouds (Barnum, 2010; Ericsson & Simon, 1993).
To attempt to delineate how the participants feel about processes or how they arrived at
an answer, social verbalization think aloud method was also used. Paraphrase (Think Aloud)
testing adapted from Wade (as cited in Collins and Cheek, 1999) was utilized for both forms (see
appendix). For the first form, the Free and Reduced Price School Meal Application for
Assistance (FRPSMA), parts 2, 4, and 5 were analyzed by paraphrase/ Think Aloud. For the
second form, the Louisiana Department of Children and Family Services Application for
Assistance (LADCFS), paraphrases/Think Aloud tasks were pulled based on the participants’
highlighted selections. Goals and tasks for the paraphrase/Think Alouds are therefore both
researcher and participant chosen for relevance (Barnum, 2010, Quesenbery, 2012).
Additionally, an instrument of metacognitive awareness of reading strategies (Mokhtari
& Reichard, 2002) was administered immediately following the usability testing (see appendix).
For Phase 2, QUAL Research Question 2, an interview and survey adapted from American
Institute for Research’s recommendation of WAI Site Usability Testing Questions (2003) was
used to triangulate data (see appendix). Based on emerging results from Phases 1 and 2, Phase 3
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utilized a researcher developed checklist for implementation of Plain Writing Guidelines (see
appendix) and a researcher-designed computerized recording form for the data gathered from
participants during talk aloud protocols.
Researcher’s Lens
In mixed method studies, the researcher his/herself is also an instrument through which
the data is filtered. The researcher’s skill and experience to evaluate the area in question is of
concern when considering issues of validity (Patton, 1990). The researcher’s professional
training and experience relate to adult education and adult literacy. The researcher holds: a
Bachelor of Arts degree in English and a Master of Science degree in human resource education,
concentration in adult education. Additionally, she holds an Educational Specialist certificate in
curriculum and instruction, with concentrations in reading and special education. The researcher
has completed a combined 112 hours of graduate coursework toward a doctorate degree in
curriculum and instruction with concentration in adult literacy. The researcher further has eight
years of experience designing, evaluating, and working in remedial education and literacy
programs for adults and post-secondary learners. As a result of both educational training and
practical experience, the researcher is very familiar with components of assessment of adult’s
comprehension as well as assessment of environmental print and text. Additionally, the
researcher grew up in a rural part of the state where this research was conducted and has
witnessed, the effects on families when adults cannot navigate an application system for
desperately needed government services.
Data Collection & Analysis
Data was collected during Phases 1 & 2 sequentially in the study on the same or closely
following day for each participant. Demographic information from as well as test metrics of type
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of error, critical and non-critical errors, problem severity, and time on task was collected during
completion of researcher selected government food assistance forms. These statistics were used
to compute additional metrics of task completion and error-free rate to answer Phase 1, QUAN
Research Question 1. QUAL Research Question 1 data was gathered digitally (by video
recording) from a short demographic interview followed by results from the two structured
protocols adapted from Ericsson & Simon (1993) and paraphrase (Think Aloud) testing adapted
from Wade (as cited in Collins and Cheek, 1999). Additionally, the data from an instrument of
metacognitive awareness of reading strategies (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002) was collected
immediately following the usability testing and placed into an electronic recording form.
For Phase 2, QUAL Research Question 2, answers to an interview and survey adapted
from Usability.gov’s recommendation of WAI Site Usability Testing Questions (2003) were
gathered to identify the participants’ perceptions regarding clarity/usability of government
assistance documents following Phase 1. Data collection for Phase 3 included data gathered from
completion of the researcher designed Checklist for Plain Language Guidelines and video
analysis of nonverbal behavior related to application processes (ex. deep sighs or pen tapping
during protocols).
Data analysis was appropriate to the question raised within the phase. For the quantitative
components of the study, data collected for all test metrics for all participants individually and as
a sub group were culled for missing data and data quality. Metrics from type of error, critical and
non-critical errors, problem severity, time on task, task completion, and error-free rate were
statistically analyzed descriptively using measures of central tendency and variability (Hinkle,
Wiersma, & Jurs, 2003; Shadish, Cook, & Cambell, 2002). Sub groups’ metrics were compared.
(Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 2003; Shadish, Cook, & Cambell, 2002). Qualitative data was
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analyzed for QUAL Research Question 1 using Ericsson & Simon’s (1993) model of protocol
analysis and Wade’s (as cited in Collins and Cheek, 1999) model of Think Aloud analysis. Other
qualitative research data gathered from QUAL Research Question 2 was analyzed using the
using the phenomenological lens outlined by Moustakas (1994). Raw data was read and coded
with the research bracketed by the participants’ perceptions of government food assistance
application processes and experiences of comprehension and completion of government food
assistance materials. Statements were “horizonalized” and clustered into in vivo codes, which
were clustered into themes categories, and then placed into a coherent thematic alternative
textural description of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). Initial codes and code categories,
drawing from Alexander’s Domain Model of Learning (2005), were considered and assisted with
clarifying the textural description of the phenomenon. Trustworthiness was achieved through
triangulation of information from additional data sources including audio and video data as well
as a metacognition of reading strategies survey (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002).
Peer debriefings (independent analysis) were conducted to cross check the consistency of data
collected (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002).
Phase 3 data analysis was informed by Phases 1 and 2 and sought connect the
phenomenon of participant’s lack of comprehension and successful completion within
government assistance applications to components of text complexity within the forms and
associated materials. This process seeks to foster the establishment of meta-inferences regarding
the evaluation of government assistance applications post Plain Writing Act of 2009 (Teddlie &
Tashakkori, 2009). Recommendations for practitioners and researchers were outlined.
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Phases of Study
Figure 2 represents the phases of the study where Phase 1 consists of a Multilevel Mixed
exploratory (QUAN(qual)) design addressing the first two research sub questions. Following
IRB consent, Phase 1, Part 1 began with a demographic interview (see appendix). Concurrent
verbalization protocol was used to document cognition while participants completed the
FRPSMA Application for Assistance. Next, concurrent marking (highlighting) was used while
participant completed the LADCFS Application for Assistance.
For Phase 1, Part 2 of the form protocol utilized Wade’s (1990) Think Aloud procedure.
For the first form, the Free and Reduced Price School Meal Application (FRPSMA), parts 2,4,
and 5 along with the supplemental notification letters were analyzed by paraphrase/ Think Aloud.
For the second form, the Louisiana Department of Children and Family Services Application for
Assistance (LADCFS), paraphrases/Think Aloud tasks were pulled based on the participants’
highlighted selections. Goals and tasks for the paraphrase/Think Alouds are therefore both
researcher and participant chosen for relevance (Barnum, 2010, Quesenbery, 2012). Lastly, the
data from an instrument of metacognitive awareness of reading strategies (Mokhtari & Reichard,
2002) was collected immediately following the usability testing.
Phase 2, a pure QUAL exploratory design, addressing the third research sub question, an
interview and survey adapted from recommendations of WAI Site Usability Testing Questions
(2003) was used (see appendix). Lastly, Phase 3 followed with a proposed pure QUAL
confirmatory design addressing the fourth research sub question and hypothesis one.
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Figure 1: Dual Focus Model
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Figure 2: Graphic Illustration of Sequential Mixed Method Design
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CHAPTER 4.
AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC ACCOUNT OF ACCESS
“The exposure of the self who is also a spectator has to take us somewhere we couldn’t
otherwise get to. It has to be essential to the argument, not a decorative flourish, not exposure
for its own sake...It has to persuade us of the wisdom of not leaving the writing pad blank.”
~Ruth Behar, 1996, p. 15
Introduction
During the course of writing the proposal for my dissertation, I knew that I needed to
access several government assistance forms on which to base my data collection and analysis.
Although I set out on what I naively planned on as a banal logistical errand, I came to expand my
own understanding(s) of the logical fallacies of “access” inside the dehumanizing technocratic
instrumentation of government food assistance programs and processes through my own
participation (Giroux, 1992). By the participating in the process of acquiring access to
government food assistance forms, I was silenced, confounded, and offended. All of these factors
led to my inability to adequately advocate for myself within the system in an effective way.
Through participation, I came to realize that exclusion is not merely a result of inability to
comprehend the information and directions while navigating forms, but an institutional blockade
to services – a repercussion of government systems’ socio/politic hegemony over class structure
in a free market economy (Foucault, 1997). I became the part of the disposable population in this
country (Giroux, 2005). In including this chapter is my dissertation, I hope to answer Behar’s
(1996) charge to “write vulnerably” by revealing my own narrative experience with barriers of
access to government food assistance program information.
Literature Review
Despite an abundance of food, more than we can consume, hunger is a problem in the
United States disproportionately affecting a largely immobile, debilitated, and powerless
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population including the children, the elderly, the unemployed and the underemployed, the
homeless, and people with disabilities (Karger & Stoesz, 2014). An increasing number (almost
15%) of US households are food insecure, meaning they don’t always know where their next
meal is coming from (USDA, 2012). This alarming statistic has been on the rise since the 2008
downturn in the US economy resulting from deregulation of and an increasing reliance on the
free market system (Gunderson, Kreider, and Pepper, 2011a). Programs administered by the
United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) provide
low-income children and adults access to nutritious food as well as education about what
constitutes a healthy diet (USDA, 2012). Although the standards for application filing and
processing for the programs are set by the national government, the programs’ administrative
logistics fall to state governments (USDA, 2012).
Although mobility and self-advocacy are historically uncommon among disenfranchised
and stigmatized populations (Freire, 1970), investigations of how people in need of services do
or do not gain access to the process have been minuscule in comparison to who receives services.
Although some states have reduced the reporting required by clients to gain access to services or
have placed some of the processes online, there are few regulations on how states implement the
federally subsidized food assistance programs (USDA, 2012). In Louisiana, 18.4% of the
population lives below the poverty line and 31.2% of the population does not have access to the
internet at home (US Census Bureau, 2010). The solution of simply “putting everything online”
to make things easier is not an effective or even viable suggestion for access among Louisiana’s
poor. Although, the federal government allows states to request for community partners to assist
with the application processes (USDA, 2012), this can further decentralize and complicate an
already complex process. The states’ administration of programs is evaluated by the USDA
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based on metrics of eligibility ratios and timeliness of decisions versus national standards
(USDA, 2012a). Although outside groups occasionally look at barriers to access in their
advocacy for their isolated programs (Karger & Stoesz, 2014; Newman, 2010), The practical
logistics of the process as well as who does not apply and, therefore, does not benefit are rarely
investigated in the evaluation in each state’s process.
Methods
In Autoethnography, personal narrative, reflexivity: Researcher as subject (2000), Ellis
and Bochner seminally profile a method of ethical practice. Thus, as a method, personal
narrative autoethnography is concurrently examination and assembling personal experience
within cultural experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Ellis, 2004; Holman Jones, 2005).
Autoethnography is a member of personal narrative inquiry as it seeks to understand experience
in its own embodied terms, which is in opposition to the preconceptions and a-priori power
structures of other research paradigms (Chang, 2008; He & Phillon, 2008).
Autoethnography seeks to make the personal political by encouraging critical reflection
from the researcher (Freire, 1976; He & Phillon, 2008). Critical research, including
autoethnography, is both an epistemology and methodology where “the natural tendency to
interpret existing social reality from a taken-for-granted cultural stance should be counteracted”
(Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009, p. 175). In the experience surrounding this autoethnographic
personal narrative, my banal attempt to collect artifacts with which to begin research, I
experienced “verstehen” moment or “seeing [others’] experience within the framework of [my]
own” (Geertz, 1984, p.126). As I haplessly navigated my way through the confusing and
frustrating process of acquiring the forms for federal food assistance for my research, I
unwittingly participated in a verstehen moment, or a journey where I came to understand my

59	
  

adult literacy students and the topic of my research with deeper sensitivity and outrage. Indeed,
this message is highlighted in the epigraph: I came to understand how personally eroding the
power structures of government social supports are as I grated against the dishonoring and
dehumanizing system (Behar, 1996). Although not previously designated as part of my research
plan, I had to write an autoethnography of this experience. Since the purpose of research in the
qualitative vein is to explain and improve the lives of the participants of research (He & Phillon,
2008), to not include this autoethnography would reify the separation between the people and the
writing, the people and the process. In a further dehumanizing and dishonoring way, it would
reinforce the language of exclusion.
Data Sources
My narrative is constructed from multiple sources. These sources include my research
journal, photographs, and text messages. Data sources are triangulated leading to deeper
reflective understanding and heightened self-consciousness of the event. In using digital tools of
text messages and digital photographs to portray my vulnerable self, I expose the “artifact and
metaphor, captured for a moment in time” (Muncey, 2010, p. 58).
Results
9:30AM - Carver Library
Where are the forms for people to get money or goods from the government?
As the building unofficially designated the community center in a poor, largely African
American, urban neighborhood, where I teach weekly adult literacy classes, I make the
assumption that the reference librarians at Carver Library (Picture 4.1) assist patrons seeking
federal or state assistance frequently, so they are in a good position to help me. After I wrap up
the morning adult literacy class, I try to multi-task before going to my apartment to shower,
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change for the rest of the day, and head to my office on the university campus. I know the
librarian by face, and, although I am still dressed in my running clothes from that morning, she
does not seem offended or “put off” by my presence or requests.

Picture 1. Carver Library
“How do I access services?,” I ask the young, sandy-blonde haired, white reference
librarian behind the modern wooden half-moon desk. I am attempting to acquire applications for
federal government assistance, and I want to acquire as many as I can to determine which would
be appropriate to use in my dissertation study. She smiles at me and asks, “What do you mean,
which services?” After considering the unspecific nature of my question, I realize I do not even
know the right questions to ask to get help. In my job, I had spent a considerable amount of time
advocating for others in government and educational systems, but I, somehow, do not know how
to advocate for myself in this situation. My ontology left me feeling uncomfortable and crass in
saying what I was thinking which was, “Where are the forms to get people money from the
government?” Instead, I defer to a long explanation of my dissertation topic. After a conversation
describing my research, I try again, asking this time, “If a patron came up to you and asked for
help getting government assistance, what would you provide?” Understanding, she prints the
National School Lunch Program (NSLP) application for me in its entirely and one page of legal
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sized paper (Picture 4.2) about the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program saying, “I always
print the NSLP form, and I tell them (patrons) to call the number on the bottom of the page for
more information about where to go next.” Thanking her, I leave Carver Library in my car,
pleased to be on my way toward my goal for the morning.

Picture 2. SNAP Help Sheet With Phone Assistance Information
10:10AM - Family Service of Greater Baton Rouge
Why did the government recording send me to a place that could not help me, nor appeared to
know that I was coming? How is it that the most knowledgeable person in the building is a fellow
patron and not someone who works there at all?
Once in my car, I call the number on the bottom of the page as directed. An automated
recording directs me to dial in my zip code. I punch in my home address and am told via a
digitized recording that I can receive help with SNAP and related services at 4727 Revere Drive.
Punching the address into my iPhone and driving across town, I am a little surprised to arrive at a
non-profit called Family Service of Greater Baton Rouge, not at a government building or office.
Walking into what looked like a clinical reception room, I ask the woman behind the plexi glass
reception area window where I can receive assistance with SNAP type applications. Reaching
behind her desk, she hands me an envelope full of information. I ask her what the packet is and
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where I would receive help with it? The receptionist informs me that they have the packet
“because people kept coming in and looking for them [there],” but she is not sure why that is,
how to fill the packet out, or where the packet is to be turned in. I explain to her of the digital
recording directing me there to which she replies that she “knew nothing about that.”
In turning around to leave, I’m sure I look as confused as I am. An African American
woman in her mid sixties sitting to my right in the waiting room tells me, “Darlin, you need to
bring that packet downtown to the Department of Child and Family Services, they will give you
what you need there.” I thank her profusely, walk out of the building, and, as I get in my car
again, begin to wonder what is going on. Using my iPhone, I Google Louisiana Child and Family
Services. It is this second set of directions, sending me back across the city to downtown, that
makes me start to question a few things.
10:55AM – East Baton Rouge Parish Health Unit
Why is this difficult? All I need is the damn forms and someone to tell me how and where
to return them. I have already spoken with four “official” people, none of whom have been able
to give me a definitive answer. I have “Googled” my way incorrectly now twice. My educational
privilege begins to surface. How do the students in my adult literacy classes do this, I have a lot
of education and can’t make this happen?
I arrive at 353 North 12th Street, Baton Rouge, LA to one of the most depressing
buildings (Picture 4.3) I have ever driven up to. The building is elevated with employee parking
underneath, but there seems to be no public parking. As I drive around the parking lot wondering
where to park, I notice the outside of the building is molding. Where am I about to walk into?
Anxiety increasing every second, I park illegally and walk up to the building. Placing my hand
on the tepid door handle, I push past the “No Weapons Inside” sign to be greeted by the humid
interior, which smells of a combination of stale air and mildew. Is this place clean? Why do I
suddenly feel the desire to quickly turn around and leave without what I came for? The
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institutional smell and staleness is suffocating me. Suddenly, my fear of hospital settings,
germophobia, and anxiety kick in.

Picture 3. Moldy Clinic Exterior
Ignoring my internal warning bells, I walk further into the entrance and face a handmade
sign (Picture 4.4) haphazardly directing me to go up the stairs, past the caution tape, for “general
information.”

Picture 4. This Way To? Sign
Just what I don’t need, more “General Information.” The site of the sign is so strikingly ironic
to me that I decide to snap a picture of it, intending to text it to Desiree, a friend and fellow
doctoral student later.
After making it up the stairs, I turn right and walk up to a reception window helpfully
labeled “information.” The receptionist slightly cracks the plexiglass window open. As I attempt
the ask where to acquire assistance forms, she stops me mid sentence, tells me to go to the
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window across the building, and closes the window as quickly as she opened it. I am a little hurt
and affronted by her terseness. As I turn around to see the window labeled “Appointments,” I trot
over, past the building directory with delineations of “Administration, Vital Statistics and Birth
Certificates, Sanitation, Fam. Planning, Nursing, and Communicable Diseases” and again begin
my request for information at that window. At this desk, I learn that I am at the East Baton
Rouge Parish Health Unit. The woman behind this desk is polite and calmly asks me if I am
pregnant and if I would like to make a doctor’s appointment. The question “gives me the
flessons,” a Cajun expression for freaked out and shuddering. There is no way I would want a
doctor’s appointment here. To say that this place is clean would be a farce, much less sanitary
enough for a doctor’s office. I explain that I would not like an appointment, but I am looking for
help acquiring food assistance forms and information. The receptionist tells me that she knows
the WIC office has just moved and they could probably help me there, but she doesn’t know
where the SNAP office is. Based on the sign (Picture 4.5) pasted to the window, we conclude the
SNAP office must be near the WIC office, which has, as she noted, just moved.

Picture 5. Office Moved Sign
The receptionist gives me oral directions to the office, telling to turn right at the first
brick building, go down four blocks, and take a left. As I walk down the stairs to my car waiting
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in the parking lot, it is now almost 11am and I am very frustrated and annoyed. I arrive in my car
and decide to text my fellow PhD student to tell her I would be late for a writing group and
express my displeasure with the developing situation.
Leah: This is crazy - I’ve been going since 9:30, this is my third stop and I still don't have
the forms and directions. L
Desiree: What!?
Leah: I’m not heading back to campus. I’ll keep you posted. I don’t know how my
students do this...
Desiree: Wow. Keep me posted. L
Channeling my empathy into new purpose in my research, I set out for my next stop
determined to more accurately walk in the shoes of my students. This time I try to work off my
verbal directions versus relying on my iPhone’s maps.
11:30AM – Capital City Family Health Center
This tactic is not much better, if fact it is worse. I get lost trying to find my location
working off of my memory. Did she say, “four blocks and brick building on the right”? Maybe
it was “turn at the brick building, then take a left four blocks away”. Which brick building?
There is one on every corner. Why didn’t I ask for more explicit directions? As I turn onto four
wrong streets downtown (including driving a block down a one-way before realizing it), I have a
newfound appreciation of the awareness of their environment my adult literacy students must
have to survive. When I finally arrive at a new and clean building (Picture 4.6), I am both
impressed and surprised. I am greeted by a very professional staff member who, upon hearing
my now recurring request, offers me the same packet that Family Services had. Similarly, they
don’t know why people were coming in looking for them, but they offered it to me nonetheless.
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Picture 6. Capital City Family Health Center
I asked a person, whom I assume is a nurse, at the station where I should go to get help
and turn in the packet. She says she didn’t know but was going to ask someone in the back.
Five minuets later when she returns, draws me a map, and explains that I am actually looking for
Child and Family Services. There, I would find someone who could answer my questions and a
place to turn in my packet. As I left, I had no hope that the location would be the right one either,
but at least I had a map.
12:15AM - Children and Family Jail?
What exactly do they expect people to do? Bring the forms back in if they have questions, get
another number, see a receptionist, and be told to wait to talk to a representative in the waiting
room phones? I wonder how many times people have to return here before their applications
are deemed complete to review? The ancillary documentation process is just as daunting if not
more so than the original procurement process. What do people do about childcare?
At 12:15AM, ten miles, two hours and forty-five minuets after I started, I
unceremoniously arrive at the home of the forms, the Louisiana Department of Children and
Family Services. The building is squatty with no visible windows and ominous barred mesh
doors (Picture 4.7). There is a small (2x2 foot) official sign posted on the side of the building,
but other than that, no welcome, no directions, just the implication that something unimportant
and, possibly, dangerous, was happening inside. This place looks more like a small jail than a

67	
  

place for families who are looking for help. Given the amount of people who use the building it
seems too small for its purpose. There is no trees, no grass. There is no life here; it is just a
space of brick, concrete, and iron.

Picture 7. Barred Doors at Entrance to Children and Family Services
Inside, I find a structure that was both dehumanizing and “othering” to any client who
would have the misfortune to need assistance. An armed security guard posted at the door greets
me, asks me what I need, and directs me to take number from the person right in front of me and
wait in line. The person handing out the numbers, which are hand written, appears to be standing
between those in line and the three receptionist sitting behind the plexiglass walls. The room is
sparse and has chairs lined up on both sides facing the line where about two dozen women wait,
while their very young children do their best to entertain themselves. There are also two elderly
men and two elderly women on the right side of the room waiting.
As I wait in line by the door for my number to be called, I see that on the far left, there is
a wall of telephone banks that look like payphones along with another rows of chairs along the
back wall. What are the phones for? After about a three-minuet wait my number was called. I
ask the women through the cut out hole in the plexiglass where I can receive forms for SNAP
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and help filling them out. The receptionist tells me to take a seat and wait to be called to the
computer lab. Her response triggers an understanding of the setup of the building. The chairs
are for people who are waiting for responses to their questions for their caseworkers. I also
realize in my wait that the phones are a way for the caseworkers to communicate with the
clientele without ever seeing them. An announcement comes over the loudspeaker, “Mr.
Johnson to Phone Bank 4.” One of the elderly men gets up from his seat and stands to pick up
the receiver at Phone Bank 4. Isn’t that an invasion of privacy? I feel so anxious and “less than”
as I sit in my hard plastic seat. No one says is overtly, but the entire set up, the institutionalized
dehumanization of the office makes it apparent. There are no decorations - only mass-produced
posters advertising “help” for the different programs. The clients are kept at bay behind glass in
the presence of an armed guard, while the receptionists, themselves probably making barely
above minimum wage, glower with a combination of legitimized power, pity, and contempt in
their kiosks (French & Raven, 1959). The caseworkers, administrators, and other “higher ups”
are never even seen by the clientele. The clients are literally blinded from and by the institutional
structure.
After another five-minute wait, I am motioned by the security guard to come with him
through a doorway on the right side of the room marked “Apply for Assistance” to the computer
lab. He escorts me to my computer and asks me if I need help logging in. There are twelve
computers in room, but only six work. I finally begin to review the screen when it starts raining.
At this point, the Internet goes out and the computers shut down. I am handed a set of forms,
which have been copied upside down and backwards and told to drop them off in the Drop Box
after I have them filled out. What the hell? This is ridiculous. As I flip through the fifteen page
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detailed form, I realize I would not have the documentation with me to fill this out here if needed.
I would be forced to return home and come back another day.
On my way out of the door, I notice the help posters. Ironically, one is promoting the
original 1-800 number that I called following my trip to the library. I laugh to myself as I realize
the poster reads “1-800-LA-HELP-U.” The other is advertising The Cafe – Save time and apply
online here. (Picture 4.8).

Picture 8. Save Time: Apply Online Here
Again, the irony combined with the frustration of three and half feckless hours almost
makes me scream. LA Help U, how? The number was anything but helpful as it sent me on this
wild goose chase. Apply online here - as long as the weather is great and the six computers that
work are operational? As I head for the door, I see to the right of the exit one of the most
grievous examples of marginalization and disenfranchisement - the “Drop Box”! (Picture 4.9). I
have finally found where these forms go! Instructions taped to the box inform clients to sign the
log in sheet placed next to the box in a three ring binder and identify the forms and all the
documents attached to the forms before dropping them into the wooden box. This is a complete
violation of confidentiality. Anyone dropping off a form or additional documentation will be
able to see who you are, what you applied for, and other very personal information. As I walked
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out the door, I can’t help but begin to think about wanting to never return to this feckless,
demoralizing, and depersonalizing place.

Picture 9. Drop Box
Discussion
After steeping myself in literature, statistics, methods, and protocols, the guilt was hard to
stomach. I had fallen into the narrative of silencing the individual, even as I hoped to work for
social justice.
12:55 PM – Driving to Campus
In my three and a half hour after my journey to acquire forms for governmental food
assistance began, I experienced the epidemic of institutional and structural violence (Agamben,
1998) within the welfare system. After traveling for ten miles back and forth across the city, I
began to think about how we ignore, suppress, separate, and effectively silence the poor and
marginalized from the mainstream classes. As the poor struggle to participate in the capitalistic
enterprise, by their very presence, they are reminders that the economic system of this
democracy does not work for everyone. As a result, the poor are shunned and shuffled further
into the margins of society as evidenced by my continued “pass offs” to the next location. There
are difficulties in utilizing political agency when you have no “space” from which to advocate.
Being poor is not a crime. However, instead of given agency to advocate for themselves, the
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poor, mostly women and children, are criminalized and placed behind barred doors with armed
guards. Clients seeking services are even separated by plexiglass and phone systems from
physical human contact just as inmates are often separated from their lawyers, families, or
friends during visiting hours.
In Giroux’s Politics of Disposability (2005), he speaks of an event and its corresponding
images forcing us to reconsider our assumptions. Along that vein, I included images in the
narrative as “seeing things have a way of insinuating on your conscious, demanding answers to
questions that aren’t often asked” (Giroux, 2005, p. 174). To only describe the irony, exclusion,
and frustration I experienced would have left the reader with an incomplete understanding of the
cultural event and further silenced and ignored the scope of the problem. With each cultural
symbol I experienced, my frustration over the obstructions increased. I began to realize my short
sidedness and blindness to the complexities of the institutional violence of the welfare system as
it relates to people’s ability to acquire food assistance. I developed a tangible anger over the veil
hanging over that the process as well. Prior to this experience, I had failed to consider the
process of acquiring assistance from the perspective of the individual’s emotional experience.
Conclusion
In government sanctioned evaluations of the food service assistance system, the metrics
of who receives, how much, and when highlight the centrality of the commodification of human
life within the system. As evidenced by my journey to acquire forms for assistance, the usability
of the entire process including acquisition, having questions answered, and application delivery
should be evaluated from a person centered perspective. There is limited evaluation of how the
system actually functions for the people who use it. We ignore the human reality in that failure of
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evaluation. The lack of humanity in evaluation leads to reproducing the cultural and historical
traumas the system was originally created to mitigate.
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CHAPTER 5.
EVALUATION OF TEXT COMPLEXITY ON COMREHENSION
“What about the ones who can’t do this? I mean, they in trouble. I mean, I was able to read a
lot of this but…not understanding it.”
~ Adult Literacy Student, 2013
Introduction
There has been a significant increase in food insecurity in American households
(currently 14%) since 2008, yet many families do not apply for food assistance despite being
eligible for help (USDA, 2012a, USDA, 2012b). The complexity of the application processes is
named as one of the main reasons why families do not apply (Newman, 2010; USDA, 2007).
The Plain Writing Act and the Federal Plain Language Guidelines outline mandatory usability
testing for agencies beginning with access to and participants’ navigation of documents as a
means of evaluation of stakeholder voice, vocabulary, and use (Plain Writing Act, 2010; Plain
Lanaguage.gov, 2011b). However, no usability assessment of government access forms has been
conducted by an outside evaluator.
This study investigates adults’ comprehension of the Free and Reduced Price School
Meals Application through summative testing of twelve adult participants in two subgroups,
adults enrolled in adult literacy classes and adults enrolled in a doctoral program in education
(Barnum, 2010). As reading comprehension involves an intricate interaction between the reader
and intentional attention to the text, factors related to a person’s interaction with the text can be
linguistic (text related and external to the individual) or non-linguistic (internal and related to the
individual) and facilitated by schema (Pearson & Camperell, 1981; Rumelhard, 1981). To
capture the entire reading comprehension event within a complex text, mixed methods utilizing
usability testing (including Think Aloud protocols) and interviewing were used to effectively
assess cognition and identify errors.
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Results indicate that both subgroups committed both critical and non-critical errors, or a
0% error free rate, when completing the application materials for government food assistance.
These results indicate significant concerns with the usability of the food assistance application
material for the entire population, regardless of level of print literacy skill. Subgroups had
different rates of Types of Errors. The Completion Rate, or ability to complete the assistance
materials without error, was much higher (66.6%) for the Adult Doctoral Students subgroup.
None (0%) of the Adult Literacy Students were able to complete the application materials
without at least one critical error. These results were further examined by investigating results
from a scale of metacognitive awareness. Although both groups encountered significant
numbers of errors in applications for food assistance, Adult Doctoral Students were able to
recover their comprehension using metacognitive awareness of strategy and avoid more critical
errors.
Literature Review
The textual presentation of government food assistance materials can significantly affect
comprehension for the reader. Comprehension of not only the material of the forms themselves,
but also the logistics and directions, is necessary for the potential client to complete the process
without need for assistance. Therefore, the components of text complexity within the application
process for food assistance must be surveyed.
Text Complexity and Comprehension
Text complexity has been defined in both macro and micro in structure and function (de
Beaugrande, 1987; Pearson & Camperell, 1981). To comprehend, readers must understand the
micro components of text like letter/sound correspondence, grammar, vocabulary, and sentence
and paragraph structures (Collins & Cheek, 1999). The reader must be also able to evaluate and
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comprehend macro, or stylistic components, of text including text type, text features, authors’
purpose, style, and page format (Collins & Cheek, 1999). When readers interact with a
document for assistance, like a form or other types of expository text, there are both macro and
micro related barriers from text complexity, which can impede efficient comprehension (Collins
& Cheek, 1999; Gray, 1947; Pearson & Camperell, 1981).
Comprehension does not reside within the text only; the reader’s background with the
text is also of interest. According to Alexander’s Model of Domain Learning (2005), a persons’
knowledge development over their lifetime directly impacts their comprehension. Alexander
(2005) suggests that an individual’s knowledge is divided into topic knowledge and domain
knowledge. Topic knowledge is what a person knows about any particular topic, or their
background (Alexander, 2005). However, domain knowledge is a larger understanding of a body
of knowledge, which can be declarative (knowing that), conditional (knowing when and where),
and procedural (knowing how) (Alexander, 2005). For adults filling out assistance forms, the
problems associated with processes can be any or all of the three components of domain
knowledge. For example, access can be impeded from not knowing that the assistance programs
exist and eligibility requirements (declarative) to not knowing when and where to apply
(conditional) or how to apply (procedural). To assess which types of errors in comprehension
are occurring for participants, usability testing is recommended.
Usability Testing
Plain language is recommended to be assessed using usability testing although
government agencies rarely use usability testing to test forms (Cheek, 2012). Usability testing
dimensions are commonly referred to as the “5 Es” (Quesenbery, 2008), or the product’s: (1)
effectiveness, or how well the product completely and accurately achieves its goal, (2) efficiency,
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or -how quickly the goal can be accomplished, (3) engaging quality, or how pleasant and
satisfying the product’s use, (4) error tolerance, or how the product attempts to support use by
preventing user errors and helping users recover from errors and mistakes, and (5) learning ease,
or how the product supports the “initial orientation” and supports through the continued use of
the product. Usability testing can be conducted formatively, during the development process, or
summatively, after the product has been created (Barnum, 2010). When testing in-use forms, a
summative usability test is appropriate.
The four components of usability are tested through the lens of the participant in a fourstep process, so the first step is defining the user as a subgroup by defining a user profile
(Barnum, 2010; Rubin & Chisnell, 2008). To choose users for a sub profile for usability testing,
it is important to pinpoint levels of expertise and need within the product being tested (Barnum,
2010). Because government agencies are located in capital cities, drafters can have more intimate
background knowledge of the government and its systems (Quesenbery, 2012). The people who
complete the assistance materials often do not have the background knowledge of the system’s
processes, so it is very important to test with people believed to lack knowledge of government
processes (Quesenbery, 2012). For government systems, as audiences are diverse, the systems
“should consider the full range of users including possible differences based on geography,
race/ethnicity, income/education, language preferences, literacy, and the need for assistive
technology” (Quesenbery, 2012, p. 326).
The second step in the usability process is selecting tasks or goals that match the
evaluation goal for the product (Barnum, 2010; Rubin & Chisnell, 2008). Essentially, the tester is
choosing what she/he wishes to learn about the user’s experience with the product or material in
question (Barnum, 2010). The moderator, or tester, creates scenarios relevant to real world
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situations an end user would encounter with a product (Barnum, 2010). For example, if a tester
was interested in evaluating a web site for a hotel booking system, they may have the user
attempt to book a specified hotel room using the site for a certain day, time, and location. A
moderator, or tester, can also work with participants to “define a goal that is relevant to the
individual” (Quesenbery, 2012, p. 321). The evaluator should start with a shorter scenario or task
first and work their way into longer scenarios (Barnum, 2010).
In the third step of the usability testing process, the moderator or tester encourages the
participant to “think out loud” during the scenarios (Barnum, 2010; Quesenbery, 2012; Rubin &
Chisnell, 2008). For usability standards, this is encouraged through techniques such as: (1)
prompting - where the moderator asks questions such as, “What did you think it meant by?, Can
you tell me what you are thinking?, and How do you feel about this process?,” (2) echoing –
where the moderator repeats all or part of the participants words to ask a related question, (3)
conversational disequilibrium – where the moderator lets their sentence end such as, “And you
were expecting...,” and (4) summarizing – where when the moderator believes they have arrived
at a key understanding of the participant, they rephrase the understanding and ask confirmation
or further explanation from the participant (Barnum, 2010, p. 212-213).
However, some researchers have found validity problems with this assessment technique.
Comprehension monitoring is the purpose of using a think-aloud in educational settings (Collins
& Cheek, 1999; Wade, 1990). From a reading/cognition research perspective, the usability
standards of a think aloud protocol will result in increased comprehension by the participant as
they are working through the form, resulting in an inaccurate evaluation of the form itself
(Ericsson and Simon, 1993, xix). Ericsson and Simon (1993) pinpoint three types of
verbalization during think aloud protocols. The type of verbalization encouraged by the usability
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standards are socially motivated, encouraging communication between the tester and the
participants, and are very different than those used by the participants when they are attempting
to solve problems, perform actions, and make evaluations of the task they have in front of them
(Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Ericsson and Simon elaborate on the problem saying,
Adults are often asked to describe how to do something. Decisions and judgments are
often discussed publically and challenged, thereby requiring individuals to justify and
even rationalize their choice and evolutions... Successful communication with listeners
requires additional processes to attain coherence and take account of differences in
background knowledge (Ericsson & Simon, 1993, p. xiv).
Ericsson and Simon (1993) recommend four practices to obtain knowledge of
participants thinking during a task while minimally altering participants’ comprehension and
cognitive state.
1. The testing situation is prearranged so that participants know that social interaction
during the task is not intended. The moderator is seated behind the participant or is
not visible and the instructions for the “think aloud” warn the participants against the
moderators participation.
2. The participants are given a practice problem, which is easy to verbalize, so they can
get acquainted with the procedure.
3. Social interactions between the moderator and participant are limited during the task
completion. Participants are prompted for task completion without social cues. For
example, instead of saying, “tell me what you are thinking,” the moderator says,
“keep talking.”
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4. Only when the focus is retained on completing the task with the thinking aloud as a
secondary task, can the researcher/tester expect the same results as if the tester had
not been present (Ericsson & Simon, 1993)
There are some downsides to the type of verbalization created by this procedure, known
as concurrent verbalization, including lack of coherence (Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Also,
concurrent verbalization type of think aloud protocol does not explain how a solution was found
or what the participant was thinking, but it retains concurrent sequences of thoughts, which can
then be analyzed (Ericsson & Simon, 1993). Due to benefits and detriments of each, both types
of think alouds’ (social and concurrent) should be used adequately evaluate the forms of
government assistance.
In the fourth step of the usability testing process, the moderator or tester administers the
post-test interview, questionnaire, or survey (Barnum, 2010; Rubin & Chisnell, 2008;
Quesenbery, 2012). This information is used to triangulate the data from the scenario testing by
soliciting additional quantitative data (in the form of a survey) or qualitative data (in the form of
an interview from participants (Quesenbery, 2012). Having both qualitative and quantitative data
regarding participant’s comprehension is helpful in confirming the evaluations of the
applications usability.
Metacognitive Awareness
To further investigate internal processes involved in comprehension of food assistance
materials, analysis of participants’ metacognition is warranted. Flavell (1979) first
acknowledged metacognition in reading comprehension as “one’s knowledge concerning one’s
own cognitive processes and products or anything related to them” (p. 906). The two components
of metacognition are the knowledge of and the ability to regulate one’s cognition or thinking
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(Alexander, 2005; Baker & Brown, 1984; Martinez, 2006; Pintrich, 2002; Sperling, Howard,
Staley, & Dubois, 2004). Knowledge about one’s cognition is both stable where the reader
understands his/her own cognitive load capacity (Baker & Brown, 1984) and stateable in that the
reader can explain his or her cognitive processes to others (Holschuh & Aultman, 2009; Wade,
1990). Self-awareness of comprehension is domain specific and varies greatly depending on the
complexity and kind of text the person is interacting with (Alexander, 2005; Pintrich, 2002).
Self regulation, on the other hand, includes the planning and monitoring of strategies
used to comprehend text and understanding how to monitor one’s own thinking to apply a
different strategy when comprehension breaks down (Pintrich, 2002). Specifically, it includes the
ability to “detect errors or contradictions in text, knowledge of different strategies to use with
different kinds of texts, and the ability to separate important from unimportant information”
(Holschuh & Aultman, 2009, p. 122). In environments where independent reading processes are
central to success, such as government assistance forms, those lacking metacognitive awareness
will be more likely to experience problems (Baker & Brown, 1984).
Research on the knowledge of the metacognitive awareness of those filling out
government assistance forms is non existent, but scales such as the Mokhtari & Reichard’s
(2000) Metacognitive Awareness of Reading Strategies have been used widely with adult
populations to gauge their ability to metacognate through expository (informational) text
(Cromley & Azevedo, 2011; Nash-Ditzel, 2010). Because of the pervasive view of
metacognition as the foundation of understanding text (Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983; Pintrich,
2004; Pressley, Van Etten, Yokoi, Freebern, & Van Meter, 1998), any evaluation of text
comprehension should include assessment on metacognition of users.
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Methods
The study seeks to identify, through usability testing, how factors of text complexity
affect adults’ comprehension of and ability to adequately complete selected food assistance
application documents. Specifically, how do two participant subgroups perform on usability
testing of a selected federal government food assistance application, The Free and Reduced
School Meals Application, as indicated by specified usability test metrics of task completion,
error-free rate, critical/non critical errors, problem severity, time on task, and a metacognitive
awareness of reading strategies instrument?
Participants
In order to yield especially valuable usability information related to comprehension and
successful completion of government access forms, this study utilizes (purposeful) self-identified
extreme or deviant case sampling, also known as specially selected cases of outlier sampling
(Stringfield, 1994). The extreme cases were chosen from both ends of the distribution of cases of
interest to allow for comparisons and contrasts within those cases (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009,
Quesenbery, 2012).
In Barnum (2010), it is suggested that several subgroup profiles be created and five
participants be chosen to represent the group for usability testing. As a result, participants were
recruited from two extreme adult student populations (subgroups) on the literacy spectrum within
one large metropolitan city in the southern United States. Six (6) participants were selected from
adult literacy centers the researcher is involved with and six (6) adult residential doctoral
students/candidates enrolled in a doctoral program in education at a large research-intensive
university in the southeastern United States were also selected for participation. As suggested by
Barnum (2010), three males and three females were selected for each group. The age range for

83	
  

the adult literacy students was 23-44, and the age range for the doctoral students in education
was 27-51. All participants, at the time of the research, were considered full-time residents of
the state associated with the application materials.
Researcher’s Lens
In mixed method studies, the researcher his/herself is also an instrument through which
the data is filtered. The researcher’s skill and experience to evaluate the area in question is of
concern when considering issues of validity (Patton, 1990). The researcher’s professional
training and experience relate to adult education and adult literacy. The researcher holds: a
Bachelor of Arts degree in English and a Master of Science degree in human resource education,
concentration in adult education. Additionally, she holds an Educational Specialist certificate in
curriculum and instruction, with concentrations in reading and special education. The researcher
has completed a combined 112 hours of graduate coursework toward a doctorate degree in
curriculum and instruction with concentration in adult literacy. The researcher further has eight
years of experience designing, evaluating, and working in remedial education and literacy
programs for adults and post-secondary learners. As a result of both educational training and
practical experience, the researcher is very familiar with components of assessment of adult’s
comprehension as well as assessment of environmental print and text.
Data Collection
Data was collected in the researcher’s office or in the conference room of an adult
literacy program. To adequately evaluate the Free and Reduced Price School Meals Application,
both methods of think aloud, the concurrent verbalization protocol analysis and social
verbalization were used sequentially with all participants. A short demographic interview
followed by structured protocols, including practice scenarios, were adapted for government
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assistance documents from Ericsson & Simon (1993) and used to administer usability testing of
the form though concurrent verbalization or selection. First, concurrent verbalization think aloud
principle was used whereby the participant was encouraged to “talk aloud” during completion of
the Free and Reduced Price School Meal Application (FRPSMA). The shorter tasks, parts 2, 4,
and 5 of the FRPSMA form, were additionally used for extended think alouds, or social
verbalization (Barnum, 2010; Collins & Cheek, 1999; Ericsson & Simon, 1993) where the
participants paraphrased their understanding of those parts of the form. Video and audio data
were utilized to record data for all sessions with participants for later analysis. Additionally, an
instrument of metacognitive awareness of reading strategies (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002) was
administered immediately following the usability testing.
Data Analysis
Each participant’s video and audio data as well as completed assistance forms were
analyzed using protocol analysis and usability testing guidelines following data collection.
Metrics from type of error, critical and non-critical errors, problem severity, and time on task
were recorded in a researcher developed computerized electronic database and then statistically
analyzed descriptively using measures of central tendency and variability (Hinkle, Wiersma, &
Jurs, 2003; Shadish, Cook, & Cambell, 2002). These statistics were used to compute additional
metrics of task completion and error-free rate. Sub groups’ metrics were compared. (Hinkle,
Wiersma, & Jurs, 2003; Shadish, Cook, & Cambell, 2002). Overall and subscale score results
from the instrument of metacognitive awareness of reading strategies (Mokhtari & Reichard,
2002) were recorded in a researcher developed computerized electronic database and analyzed
descriptively by group to further investigate metacognition of adult students attempting to
complete assistance materials. Reliability and validity were established by confirming error
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analysis (Types, Kinds, and Impact) with independent evaluator. Prior to statistical analysis of
errors and metacognitive instrument scores, case summaries were analyzed for missing data and
inaccurate coding based on sample of cases (Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 2003; Shadish, Cook, &
Cambell, 2002). No missing data was found, but three cases with errors in coding on the
electronic form were corrected. Statistical runs for all sets of variables were repeated by
researcher and an independent evaluator for reliability and validity.
Results
Following analysis of audio, video, and paper application materials, the mean time on
task (or the amount of time it took for participants to complete the application process or signal
stop) for adult literacy students is 19 minutes, 24 seconds and 17 minutes, 01 second for adult
doctoral students.
Types of Errors
Types of Errors were identified from guidelines outlined by the procedures for
implementing the Plain Writing Act (Plain Lanugage.gov, 2011b) as well as usability guidelines
from U.S. Department of and Human Services (2006a) and categorized by the researcher. Types
of Errors identified include: (1) nonverbal cues of frustration, like sighs and pen tapping, (2) rereadings, where the participant returns to a previously read text and repeats reading two or more
times, (3) flip backs, where the participant reverts to a previous page for information, (4)
searching, where the participant seeks further information on the current page, (5) filling out
directions, where the participant mistakenly fills out a component of the directions for the
application versus the form itself, (6) skipping lines, where the participant skips a line which
causes a breakdown in comprehension, (7) missing data, where the participant fails to fill out
solicited information by the application form, (8) scratching out, where the participant
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mistakenly fills out a component of application materials but crosses out the error, or (9) wrong
info, where the participant supplies incorrect information for the applicaton materials. The total
number of errors for all participants are 102 with 56 errors made by adult literacy students and
46 errors made by adult doctoral students.
Table 1
Types of Errors by Group

Type of error

Adult literacy students

Doctoral students

Total

%

Non Verbal

4

7

11

10.8

Re-Read

9

17

26

25.5

Flipped Back

9

10

19

18.6

Searching

7

2

9

8.8

Filled Out Directions

10

5

15

14.7

Skipped Line

0

1

1

1.0

Missing Data

14

1

15

14.7

Scratch Out

2

0

2

2.0

Wrong Info

1

3

4

3.9

Total

56

46

102

100

As explained by Table 1, for adult literacy students, the four most common errors are missing
data (25% of errors), filling out directions (17.9% of errors), flip backs (16.1% of errors), and rereads (16.1% of errors). For adult doctoral students, the four most common errors are re-reads
(37% of errors), flip backs (21.7% of errors), non verbal cues (15.2% of errors), and filling out
directions (10.9% of errors).
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Kind of Errors
Each error identified was next independently classified by Kind of Error, critical or noncritical errors according to Plain Language Guidelines (Plain Language.gov, 2011b). Noncritical errors are errors that are recovered from by the participant and sometimes cause
frustration, or, if not discovered by the participant, do not result in processing problems or
unexpected results (Plain Language.gov, 2011b). These errors may be procedural, where the
participant does not complete a scenario in the most optimal means (e.g., excessive steps, rereads, looking in the wrong area of the document for information) (Plain Language.gov, 2011b).
These errors may also be errors of confusion (scratch outs, remarks, etc.) (Plain Language.gov,
2011b).
Critical errors are unresolved errors during the process of completing the task or errors
that produce an incorrect outcome. There are several ways to obtain critical error. (1) Obtaining
or otherwise reporting of the wrong data value by participant is a critical error. Participants may
or may not be aware that the task goal is incorrect or incomplete, (2) not independently
completing the scenario by obtaining help or signaling to stop (giving up) during the task is a
critical error, (3) “Critical errors can also be assigned when the participant initiates (or attempts
to initiate) and action that will result in the goal state becoming unobtainable” (Plain
Language.gov, 2011b, p. 2).
As Table 2 indicates, 81.4% of all the errors by participants are non-critical and 18.6% of
errors are critical. However, there are differences between the subgroups as also previously
indicated in the Type of Errors. For adult literacy students, 73.2% of errors are non-critical and
26.8% are critical. For adult doctoral students, 91.3% of errors are non-critical and 8.7% are
critical.
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Table 2
Kinds of Errors by Group

Kind of errors

Adult literacy students

Doctoral students

Total

%

Non Critical

41

42

83

81.4

Critical

15

4

19

18.6

Total

56

46

102

100

Error Impact
To determine learning ease and error tolerance (Quesenbery, 2008), the rates of Error
Impact are analyzed (Plain Language.gov, 2011b). Error Impact is the ranking of the
consequences of the problem by defining the level of impact that the problem has on successful
task completion and the participant (Plain Language.gov, 2011b). There are three levels of
impact: (1) High, which prevents the user from completing the task (critical error) and has
significant impact on the individual, (2) Moderate, which cause the user difficulty but the task
can be completed (non-critical error), and (3) Low, which cause minor problems that do not
significantly affect the task completion and/or cause user difficulty (non-critical error) (Plain
Language.gov, 2011b). The results for the participants are outlined in Table 3. 46.1% of the
errors are classified as low impact and 51% are classified as having moderate impact on the
participants and their processes. The only participant to experience a high impact error was one
adult literacy participant who asked to stop prior to completing the application process due to
extreme frustration and an awareness of his lack of comprehension.
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Table 3
Error Impact by Group

Error impact

Adult literacy students

Doctoral students

Total

%______

Low

23

24

47

46.1

Moderate

30

22

52

51.0

High

3

0

3

2.9

Total

56

46

102

100

Completion Rate and Error Free Rate
Understanding the rates of successful completion and errors is important to determining
the usability of a document. These rates are indicators the effectiveness, error tolerance, and
ease of use a document for targeted populations (Quesenbery, 2008). Completion Rate is the
percentage of test participants who successfully complete a task, here completing the Free and
Reduced Price Lunch Application, without critical errors (Plain Language.gov, 2011b). A
critical error is defined as an error that results in an incorrect or incomplete outcome as stipulated
by the application. In other words, the completion rate represents the percentage of participants
who, when they are finished with the specified task, have an "output" that is correct (Plain
Language.gov, 2011b). If a participant requires assistance in order to achieve a correct output
then the task is scored as a critical error and will not be included in completion rate percentages.
A completion rate of 100% is the goal for each task in this usability test (Plain Language.gov,
2011b). Adult literacy students achieved a 0% Completion Rate, as all six participants in the sub
group had at least one critical error. Adult doctoral students achieved a 66.6% Completion Rate
as four of the six participants completed the application without critical errors.
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Error Free Rate is the percentage of test participants who complete the task, here
completing the Free and Reduce Price School Means Application, without any errors (critical or
non-critical errors) (Plain Language.gov, 2011b). An error-free rate of 80% is the goal for each
task in this usability test (Plain Language.gov, 2011b). Both subgroups, Adult Literacy Students
and Adult Doctoral Students achieved a 0% Error Free Rate. None of the 12 participants
included in the study are able to complete the task without error.
Discussion
Due to the discrepancies in Types of Errors and Completion Rate between Adult Literacy
Student and Adult Doctoral Students, further investigation of metacognitive awareness of
reading are investigated for both subgroups. The objective of the assessment is to evaluate how
each subgroup evaluates their own reading comprehension and is aware of various strategies to
fix their comprehension errors when they are experienced. Overall and subscale score results
were calculated from an instrument of metacognitive awareness of reading strategies (Mokhtari
& Reichard, 2002).
The three subscales of Mokhtari & Reichard’s (2002) assessment give an indication of
participants’ awareness of both “bottom up,” or text to meaning strategies in text comprehension,
and “top down,” or meaning to text strategies in comprehension. The first subscale, Global
Reading Strategies, consists of 13 items comprising of prompts for assessing global, or “top
down,” reading comprehension strategy use by participants (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002). This
subscale includes items such as “I think about what I know to help me when I read,” and “I
decide what to read closely and what to ignore” (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002). The second
subscale, Problem Solving Strategies, consists of eight items comprising of prompts assessing
participants’ awareness for solving problems when text becomes too difficult to read (Mokhtari
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& Reichard, 2002). This subscale includes items such as “When text becomes difficult, I re-read
to increase my understanding” and “When text becomes difficult, I begin to pay closer attention
to what I am reading” (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002). The third subscale, Support Reading
Strategies, consists of nine items centered on participants’ willingness to use outside references,
note taking, and other practical strategies to support comprehension when encountering problems
(Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002). Items in this subscale include, “I underline or circle information
in the text to help me remember it,” and “I paraphrase, or restate the idea in my own words, to
better understand what I am reading” (Mokhtari & Reichard, 2002). Subgroup statistics were
conducted on each of the subscales to explicate discrepant results from Types of Errors and
Completion Rate and are displayed in Table 4.
Table 4
Metacognition Scores by Group

_Adult literacy students_

___ Doctoral students____

Subscale

M

Median

SD

M

Median

SD_

Global

3.28

3.54

.65

4.10

4.16

.64

Problem

4.17

4.07

.57

4.54

4.67

.61

Support

3.15

3.22

.40

3.98

3.95

.30

Overall

3.47

3.42

.39

4.18

4.19

.47

Note. M = Mean; SD = Standard deviation.
Table 4 highlights the divergence in subscale scores for the two subgroups, especially on
the Global and Support Reading Strategies between the two groups. As the overall mean scores
of 3.47 (Adult Literacy Students) and 4.18 (Doctoral Students) indicate, the students pursuing a
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doctorate in education have a stronger awareness of comprehension monitoring techniques and
fix up strategies when comprehension breaks down. This is particularly evident in the Types of
Errors for each subgroup. Doctoral students’ most common “errors” were non critical ones of
re-reading and flip-backs, which are more accurately classified (given the metacognition
assessment) as a reading strategies employed following comprehension breakdown. The noncritical errors above along with non-verbal expressions of frustration also indicate a level of
metacognitive awareness, which was also shown by the moderate error impact levels associated,
when these “errors” occur. In contrast, Adult Literacy Students’ most common errors were
missing data (critical error) and filling out directions (non critical error). Both of these errors are
not associated with strong metacognitive awareness, as evidenced by the errors’ classification as
low (to no) impact on the participant.
The lower of metacognitive awareness assists in explaining the 0% Completion Rate for
Adult Literacy Students. If students are not aware they are making an error, if there is no impact
on their consciousness (metacognition), no fix up strategy can be employed. One of the adult
literacy students expressed his concern over the process saying, “What about the ones who can’t
do this? I mean, they in trouble. I mean, I was able to read a lot of this but…not understanding
it.” He, along with the other adult literacy students and two doctoral students, was not able to
pinpoint comprehension breakdowns and apply metacognition strategies to “fix up” his errors
and complete the task.
Conclusion
This study investigates food assistance application materials through summative testing
of twelve adult participants in two subgroups, adults enrolled in adult literacy classes and adults
enrolled in a doctoral program in education (Barnum, 2010). Results indicate that both
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subgroups committed large numbers of errors - as explained by each subgroup achieving a 0%
error free rate when completing the food assistance application materials. However, each of the
subgroups had different frequencies of the various Types of Errors, and the Completion Rate, or
ability to complete the assistance materials without error, was much higher for Adult Doctoral
Students (66.6%). Unfortunately, none of the Adult Literacy Students were able to complete the
application materials without at least one critical error, indicating that no participants in the
subgroup successfully completed the application process independently. Based on the
interpretation of the metacognitive awareness scales, both groups encountered significant
numbers of errors in applications for food assistance, yet Adult Doctoral Students were able to
pinpoint breakdowns and recover their comprehension using reading strategies. These results
indicate significant concerns with the usability of the Free and Reduced Price School Meals
Application for the entire population, regardless of level of print literacy skill, despite the Plain
Writing Act (2011) and the Federal Plain Language Guidelines’ (2011a, 2011b) stipulation of
clear and understandable communication with the public.
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CHAPTER 6.
COLLABORATIVE LITERACY COMMUNITIES AND ACCESS
Introduction
As the US economy has declined, increasing numbers of families are turning to
government food assistance to avoid household food insecurity (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012).
However, many eligible participants do not enroll in services (U.S. Department of Agriculture,
2012). If an adult possesses low print literacy skills in modern US culture, there is a stigma
associated which can hinder their ability to seek help from a system that has failed them
repetitively (Cassidy, Valdex, Garrett, & Barrera, 2010). The purpose of this phenomenological
study was to explore participants’ experiences in and perceptions of obtaining help with
navigating the domain knowledge associated with government assistance processes. Instances of
institutionally based positive face threats, or threats of embarrassment and stigma, (Brown &
Levinson, 1987) were highlighted as instigations of exclusion, or exclusive literacy events. Of
the 12 adult participants interviewed, six adult literacy students and six doctoral students in
education, 11 discuss utilizing or seeking assistance from social networks for support with the
process when needed as alternatives to institutional, or government agency based, assistance.
Participants’ reports of use of communal funds-of-knowledge (Moll, 1992) are supplied as
instances to illuminate the phenomenon of Collaborative Literacy Communities. These
Collaborative Literacy Communities of families and friends and/or school personnel are utilized
to aid families in navigating the application systems and acquire access to services. This study’s
finding of children using Collaborative Literacy Communities for family assistance is a
community concern to be further addressed in research.
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Literature Review
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) evaluates food assistance
programs based on performance measures of rates of eligibility decisions versus national
standards, proportion of households who receive benefits versus eligible households, and
timeliness of applications processed (USDA, 2012). While these metrics are useful from a fiscal
perspective, there have been few evaluations that focus on how people who need help with the
application process receive or acquire assistance. Although access to healthy food equates to a
better quality of life for families (Karger & Stoesz, 2014), significant numbers of the eligible
population do not participate in government programs for food assistance.
Problems with Participation
While the Great Recession of 2008 has significantly affected family budgets, as
evidenced by the increase of food insecurity in American households (currently 14%), many
families do not apply for food assistance despite eligibility (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012; USDA,
2012). For example, in 2009, almost 30% of those eligible for the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) did not participate (USDA, 2012). Some states have high
participation rates like Maine (100%), but others like California (53%) fail to register large
numbers of eligible families with food assistance programs (USDA, 2012). Nationally, only 34%
of the elderly who are eligible to participate are enrolled (USDA, 2012). Some of the reasons
cited for lack of families’ participation include: unaware of eligibility, not personally perceiving
need for the benefit, the cost of the hassle and time involved in registration versus the benefit, the
complexity of the application processes, and the stigma associated with the application process
(USDA, 2012).
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California’s Second Harvest Food Bank found several major deterrents to acquiring
assistance (Newman, 2010). One of the most pressing issues is the vague, intrusive, and
sometimes patronizing or anxiety inducing requirements of secondary documentation for all
calculations (Newman, 2010). Newman (2010) also found that complex eligibility calculations,
confusing denial and acceptance letters, and significant fears among the immigrant community
that assistance programs were tied to citizenship had an adverse effect on program participation.
When people do not feel free to ask questions or believe they will not be assisted, selfadvocacy within the system can be seen as feckless. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970),
Freire explains this aspect of domineering systems saying, “One of the gravest obstacles to the
achievement of liberation is that oppressive reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to
submerge human beings’ consciousness” (p. 51). Analogously, Delpit describes how, “The
worldviews of those with privileged positions are taken as the only reality, while the worldviews
of those less powerful are dismissed as inconsequential” (1995, p. xv).

This sentiment is

reinforced on Usability.gov’s website, which serves as a guide for federal agencies in creating
usable and useful government websites and communications with the public (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2006a). The Participant Usability Screener recommends
terminating participation in usability testing of any potential participant who “is not employed,
spends less than one hour per week on the internet, has high school or less education, or is 75+”
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2006b, p. 2). If the voices of the elderly,
educationally disadvantaged, or those not participating in the economic system are never heard
from in the evaluation of processes, they are effectively silenced and excluded. This study seeks
to include the voices of these participants as a means of self-advocacy and enfranchisement (He
& Pillion, 2008).
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Text Complexity and Comprehension
How materials are presented can significantly affect comprehension for the reader.
Comprehension of not only the material of the forms themselves, but also the logistics and
directions, is necessary for the potential client to complete the process without need for
assistance. Therefore, the components of text complexity within the application process for food
assistance must be examined. Text complexity has been defined in both macro and micro in
structure and function (de Beaugrande, 1987; Pearson & Camperell, 1981). Readers must
understand the micro (small) components of text like letter/sound correspondence, grammar,
vocabulary, and sentence and paragraph structures (Collins & Cheek, 1999). Macro (large)
components of text are stylistic such as text type, text features, authors’ purpose, style, and page
format must also be evaluated by the reader (Collins & Cheek, 1999). Specifically, when readers
interact with a document for assistance like a form or other types of expository text, there are
both macro and micro barriers of text complexity, which can impede efficient comprehension
(Collins & Cheek, 1999; Gray, 1947; Pearson & Camperell, 1981).
Comprehension does not reside within the text only; the reader’s background with the
text is also of interest. According to Alexander’s Model of Domain Learning (2005), a person’s
knowledge development over their lifetime directly impacts their comprehension. Alexander
(2005) suggests that an individual’s knowledge is divided into topic knowledge and domain
knowledge. Topic knowledge is what a person knows about any particular topic, or their
background (Alexander, 2005). However, domain knowledge is a larger understanding of a body
of knowledge, which can be declarative (knowing that), conditional (knowing when and where),
and procedural (knowing how) (Alexander, 2005).
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For adults filling out assistance forms with high levels of text complexity, the reader’s
lack of background knowledge associated with processes can be located within any or all of the
three components of domain knowledge. From knowing that the assistance programs exist and its
eligibility requirements (declarative), to knowing when and where to apply (conditional), or
knowing how to apply (procedural), a client has a myriad of possible obstacles to confront in
comprehension of the application processes. Exploring how two groups, adult literacy students
and doctoral students in education, navigate the domain knowledge of the government food
assistance application processes is the purpose of this study.
Methods
Jarvis (1985) called for the conflict paradigm to equalize social inequalities and create a
more open society. This is only possible when the voices of the disenfranchised are volunteered
for use in shaping a society (Freire, 1970; He & Pillion, 2008).
Participants
Purposeful sampling is used in this study to address specific points related to the research
questions (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). In order to yield especially valuable usability
information related to comprehension and successful completion of government access forms,
this study utilizes self-identified extreme or deviant case sampling, also known as specially
selected cases of outlier sampling (Stringfield, 1994). The extreme cases were chosen from both
ends of the distribution of cases of interest to allow for comparisons and contrasts within those
cases (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009).
In Barnum (2010), it is suggested that several subgroup profiles be created and five
participants be chosen to represent the group for usability testing. As a result, participants were
recruited from two extreme adult student populations (subgroups) on the literacy spectrum within
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one large metropolitan city in the southern United States. Six (6) participants were selected from
adult literacy centers the researcher is involved with and six (6) adult residential doctoral
students/candidates enrolled in a doctoral program in education at a large research-intensive
university in the southeastern United States were also selected for participation. As suggested by
Barnum (2010), three males and three females were selected for each group. The age range for
the adult literacy students was 23-44. The age range for the doctoral students in education was
27-51. All participants, at the time of the research, were considered full-time residents of the
state where the research was conducted.
Data Sources
All participants were interviewed either on the university campus in the office of the
researcher or in the conference room of one of the adult literacy programs. All twelve interviews
were recorded in audio and video format. The paper application materials for the Free and
Reduced Lunch and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance programs were also analyzed.
Data Analysis
Data was analyzed using the using the phenomenological lens outlined by Moustakas
(1994). Raw data was read and coded with the research bracketed by the participants’
perceptions of and experience completing government assistance processes as well as
Alexander’s Model of Domain Learning (2005). Statements were “horizonalized” and clustered
into in vivo codes, which were clustered into theme categories (exclusive literacy events and
collaborative literacy communities) and then placed into a coherent thematic textural description
(Moustakas, 1994). Trustworthiness was achieved through triangulation of information from
additional data sources including video and audio data as well as a metacognition of reading
strategies survey (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Peer debriefing (independent
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analysis) was also conducted to cross check the consistency of data collected (Morse, Barrett,
Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Based on these analyses, the phenomenon of funds-ofknowledge (Moll, 1992) was contextualized to adult’s experience with government food
assistance application processes.
Researcher Bias
As suggested by Charmaz (2008), I report that I do not undertake the task of this research
with neutrality. As the adult doctoral students in education are also my colleagues, they had a
preliminary understanding of my research prior to participation in the study. Also, of the adult
literacy students participating in the study, I have served as a present or past instructor for all but
two of them. I believe my interactions with my participants were affected by my prior
relationship as evidenced by my adult literacy students and doctoral student colleagues
frequently asking me questions during the protocols despite being instructed that, as the
facilitator, I could not speak. Many would become visibly annoyed when I reminded them that I
could not answer their requests.
Results
Exploring how two groups, adult literacy students and doctoral students in education,
navigate the domain knowledge (declarative, conditional, and procedural) of government food
assistance application process is the purpose of this study (Alexander, 2005). Through this study,
the participants’ use of face threatening and face saving language acts (Brown & Levinson,
1987, Mills, 2003) about the domain knowledge required for the application process for
government food assistance was examined as an obstacle to access. These obstacles, categorized
as exclusive literacy events, were barriers in accessing the services through the institutionalized
(government) processes. One of the adult literacy students described the process and paperwork
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saying, “I mean, it ain’t for everybody. That paper, that piece of paper’s not for everybody. It’s
not. I’m just being real with that, you know.” One of the doctoral students, further described
obstacles in seeking assistance saying, “I would say go to the office, but they aren't that helpful. I
have been there before. I went one time on my lunch break and the line was super slow. They
aren't that efficient. I would ask a family member or friend.” Members of both divergent groups
had experienced significant obstacles in federal assistance applications prior to the study.
Drawing from and extending Velez-Ibanez (1988), Valez-Ibanez & Greenburg (1992), &
Moll’s (1992) research on Funds-of-Knowledge into the context of government food assistance
application processes, this research proposes that participants overcome exclusive literacy events
by advocating within and utilizing social networks to build local collaborative literacy
communities for assistance.
Exclusive Literacy Events Surrounding Food Assistance
Positive face (Brown & Levinson, 1987) refers to adults’ maintenance and protection of
the speakers’ (their) public self-image as well as the public image of the listener (hearer) within
social interactions. Some participants spoke of not wanting to be rude or disrespectful to the
people producing the forms (save the face of another) and, therefore, were reticent to voice their
concerns, even thought both groups were able to pinpoint significant problems (Brown &
Levinson, 1987, Mills, 2003). Other participants in the study characterized events surrounding
seeking help or assistance within the application process as producing embarrassment for
themselves or their families. Concern over maintaining or saving their face, or public image, was
a common thread among the adult literacy and doctoral students. These reported occurrences
signify the presence of face threatening acts within the processes of seeking help for government
food assistance applications (Brown & Levinson, 1987). As adults seeking help for any reason
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are risk adverse, or wanting to avoid embarrassment (Prins & Drayton, 2010), understanding
how adults navigate these face-threatening acts, while attempting to acquire the domain
knowledge to assist themselves and their families in the food assistance application process,
merits further exploration.
Positive face threatening acts which damage the hearer
Positive face threatening acts, which damage the hearer, can occur when the speaker
indicates dislike of the hearer’s personal characteristics or states that the hearers’ thoughts or
thought processes are wrong (Brown and Levinson, 1987). The adults in the study seemed to be
aware of this facet of communication. This awareness was exemplified, in their evaluations of
the application materials, by seeking to avoid these face-threatening acts. For example, when
asked to grade the application materials for SNAP and the Free and Reduced School Lunch
Program (FRSLP), many of the adults of both subgroups had trouble assigning grades without
giving qualifiers to “save the face of the hearer.” One of the adult literacy students said, “I want
to give it [the application form] an F so bad, but I don’t want to be disrespectful to the people
that make these forms. So I give it a D.” Another had a similar statement saying, “I’m a
taxpayer, but I will – not trying to put the state down, you know, I love the state. I would give it
like a..., it’d be half of a C to a D.” The doctoral students had similar reactions. “I don’t want to
be ugly, because I was about to say a piece of junk,” was one of the student’s responses to the
grading question. Another doctoral student, in her explanation of her assessment said, “Okay, ...,
I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but that’s a pretty high level word” when describing vocabulary
on the materials.
All of the participants above were reserved when grading the application materials,
although they all had articulated significant concerns with the clarity of the materials. All spoke
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of their confusion with what information the application materials were seeking from them. Both
groups, adult literacy students and doctoral students, had difficulty with the clarity of the
directions and the forms themselves, technical vocabulary, overuse of acronyms, computations,
and the comprehension of the supplemental requests for documentation and notifications for
service. In asking to assign a letter, the participants highlighted were inadvertently encouraged
to acknowledge the human face behind the forms. For participants, it was seemingly very
difficult for them to commit a positive face threatening act they knew would damage the hearer
without apologizing or seemingly raising their scores to prevent more damage to the hearer.
Positive face threatening acts which damage the speaker
Perhaps more disconcerting were instances of positive face threatening acts, which
damage the speaker, by indicating that the speaker is wrong or embarrass the speaker (Brown
and Levinson, 1987), as rationales for participants not seeking assistance. These positive face
threatening acts were expressed in confessions, apologies, and desires to avoid self-humiliations
(Brown and Levinson, 1987). In the following statement, one of the adult literacy participants
expresses all three examples of face threatening/damaging acts concurrently saying:
It’s [seeking help with the application] not for me to go talk about with somebody that’ll
understand. I couldn’t have a conversation with somebody. That’s all I got to say. Man, I
didn’t understand that, you know. So if I went and tell somebody I didn’t understand the
form that the state [gave] me, they would want to know how educated I am. So it’s not
for me to go and talk about it. You know? I save my embarrassing moments.
The participant above did not feel that he had the political agency within the system to advocate
for his rights to comprehend the process and access the services. He felt that his societal
designation as an “illiterate” person would prevent anyone from taking his legitimate requests for
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more information and help seriously. He was shackled by the deficit discourse that surrounds his
supposed lack literacy skill. This internalized stigma resulted in his desire to avoid a positive face
threatening act of self-humiliation.
Another adult literacy participant, when asked if he would allow his information from the
one of the food assistance application materials to be shared with other programs that may help
him or his family, said, “I wouldn't want to compare mine to anybody else. What if I didn't do it
right? I was frustrated when I was doing it. What if it is wrong? Then, they [the new agency]
would have the wrong information.” This narrative confession expresses his dissatisfaction with
his own skill and acknowledges the positive face threatening act in seeking assistance. This
narrative also directly opposes those that would classify this same person as a “bad parent” for
not wanting to share their information with other programs that could help their children. He
gives a logical explanation for a decision based on a confession and desire for self-preservation
from self-humiliation.
Participants also described the need to save the positive face of their children as a reason
for not seeking help within the system. One of the participants described the danger in seeking
assistance with the Free and Reduced Price School Lunch Program form saying, “[If] somebody
[has] ... a first time child and this person walks in [school]..., and you go in there and fill this out
for your child, your child could be embarrassed. You know, [the children] probably never want
you back up there to that school after this.” Another participant, when asked if she would allow
her information from application materials to be shared with other programs that may help her or
her family, she listed her children as the people whose face is to be protected in her interactions.
I wouldn’t want my information, you know [shared], because you don’t know what’s
going to be embarrassing and what’s not going to be embarrassing to your kids, and I
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don’t want them to call my daughter out in school for some program that they need to let
me know about first. If I knew about, then yeah, if it could help me or if it would benefit
me in any way then, yeah.
In both of these instances, parents are attempting to save the positive face of their family by not
seeking assistance for services they may need. Several of the participants, who were parents,
mentioned finding a way to put food on the table on their own versus having to deal with the
humiliation, stigma, and hassle/confusion involved with the process. When a system reproduces
institutional violence (Agamben, 1998) in its processes, the resulting lack of participation or,
where possible, subversion of the system should not be surprising.
Collaborative Literacy Communities For Accessing Food Assistance
Families do not exist in isolation from society; they are connected with other families and
their communities. Vélez-Ibáñez (1988) and Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg (1989) examine how
households’ social networks, especially those with limited fiscal resources, provide an
opportunity to acquire resources in an economy where they are frequently excluded from the
mainstream institutionally designated lines of credit by sharing resources. Moll (1992) extended
this notion to how those social networks, which are created and maintained among families
within a community, not only facilitate sharing knowledge resources but also collaborate to
create new knowledge resources.
For families with limited incomes, these networks can be a matter of survival because
they facilitate different forms of economic assistance and labor cooperation that help
families avoid the expenses involved in secondary institution. ... In brief, these networks
form social contexts for the acquisition of knowledge, skills, and information as well as
cultural values and norms (Moll, 1992, p. 21).
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For adults navigating the complexities of the food assistance application process fraught
with institutional violence and face threats, help is more easily and effectively sought within the
applicants’ social networks than within the institution. During interviews, all participants were
asked, “If you needed help with this application, what would you do?” for both the application
materials for the Free and Reduced School Lunch (FRSLP) and the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) program. All but one of the participants noted that they would ask
a member of their social network for assistance with one or both of the forms. The student who
did not, one male doctoral student, also stated that he had never completed an assistance form
prior to the research because he “has never had a need and wouldn’t qualify.” If he had a
problem, he believed he “go down to the office and wait” until someone answered his question.
As a person in a privileged position, he did not perceive any face threat to seeking assistance and
did not recognize the need for an alternate means of access. Interestingly, when another doctoral
student was asked the assistance question, he first searched the SNAP form for a help number or
contact and said, “There is no contact information listed on this form for questions! That is
interesting.” He realized that his preferred methodology for acquiring information was not
permitted within the system, or, at least, was not freely available.
Family and friends as sources of assistance for domain knowledge
To overcome the exclusionary language and process, many participants reported they
would ask older family members with prior knowledge and experience within the process,
because, as one adult literacy student put it, “maybe they know what ain’t important ... for me
every piece of paper ha(s) to be important. I have to read every piece of paper, you know?” One
of doctoral students agreed saying, “I would ask someone that is older, like mom, grandmother,
just anyone that's been through this, that's filled this out.” Another adult literacy student
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answered, “If my parents are still alive, I’d go to my parents, or I’d go to a friend that’s a parent.
If I didn’t have a friend, I’d have to ask around.”
One of the adult literacy students elaborated on why she would utilize her social network
to increase her declarative (knowing that), conditional (knowing when and where), and
procedural (knowing how) knowledge saying she would,
Probably call a family member or a friend with some kids. Because, I mean, if they have
more than one child, I am pretty sure that they have done it a couple times. So, they [are]
kind of familiar with it and they should better understand it now than at first. At first,
they were probably just like me, but after a while, like I said, if they have more than one
kid, they understand it better.
One of the doctoral students also further explicated why she would utilize the help of friends and
family over the institution. In answer to the question, she states,
Probably just go like to a neighbor’s house and say, “Hey, what’d you put on yours? But,
um, I don’t know. Again I wouldn’t call them because I don’t, you know, again having
filled it out before, I don’t think they would have answered or taken the time to help. Or
I probably would have been, usually you just get directed to come pick up a pamphlet or
go check out this website, and it is written exactly the same way the application is. So it
doesn’t help understand it. It’s just more words of the exact same thing.
She and other participants highlighted the dehumanizing deafness of the current system to the
needs of its clientele. Social networks of friends and family were seen as responsive to the needs
of the individual when government systems were perceived as repeatedly ignoring or shunning
and shaming those seeking help.
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School communities as sources of assistance for domain knowledge
The second most common response participants gave as a source of assistance for the
FRSLP forms specifically were school personnel. Eight of the participants stated they would
seek help from their child’s teacher. “I would go down to the office and ask the school or the
teacher” or “I would probably just talk to the teacher” were common responses. Others
referenced seeking help from other school personnel. “I would go to the school and talk to the
school secretary, they know everything.” Another states, “I would go to my kids school and ask
the school guidance councilor for help.”
Students within the school also formed collaborative literacy communities to assist
themselves in gaining access to Free and Reduced School Lunch. One of the doctoral students
recollects her experiences, beginning at fourth or fifth grade, of filling out the FRSLP for she and
her family. Since she was the most “educated” and proficient English user in her house, it was
her family responsibility, and she recalls the process saying,
The applications would come in and we’d fill them out and sometimes I’d ask her [Mom]
the questions on there and sometimes she didn’t know the answer. And, you know, your
parents usually are the ones you like, “Hey, what do I put for this?” and when they don’t
know, a lot of times I would leave it blank, or I would call a friend of mine. Like, they
were in the same kind of, as far as like, you know, family resources, were concerned they
were in the same department we were in. So, she [friend] and I would talk on the phone
and kind of brainstorm how to do it. My Mom just didn’t understand what was on there,
what they wanted, and my Dad was a farmer. So a lot of times, his situation didn’t fit
well with what they were asking for. And a [another] friend of mine, her family was
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from Mexico. So it was a language issue and so that’s why she filled out hers. So we
probably did them wrong every year. I don’t know.
The participant recalls the experience with visible strain. The collaborative literacy community
was a source of comfort and friendship for the students, as she further explained how the
collaborative literacy community formed to navigate the FRSLP forms was the reason she
became friends with student from Mexico. However, the literacy collaborative among the
students did not always go well – fitting as most adults have significant difficulties with the
process as well. Sometimes, the students did fill out the forms correctly and, even when seeking
help from adults, did not find the assistance they needed.
I remember one year it [the form] came back and it was like, “No, you can’t, you don’t
apply because we’re missing something.” And my parents didn’t understand what that
missing document was or how do come up with it, so they just didn’t turn it in. And they
just told us, “well you have to pay full price for your lunch now because you didn’t turn it
in,” and so my mom just would send me with like a little thing of milk and a little
Tupperware container with cereal in it, like dry cereal. And I’d mix them and that’s what
I ate for lunch because we didn’t, you know, we didn’t know what their paperwork was
looking for. And we called somebody at the school, and they were just kind of really
short and frustrated with us and it was kind of like, you just, I don’t know. It might have
just been my parents, but they were just kind of like, “We don’t want to deal with this, we
don’t understand, this way [sending cereal] is easier, and we’ll just do that for right now,
and then next year we’ll worry about the rest.” It’s probably more than you wanted to
hear but…(trails off)
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As schools are major sources of literacy collaboratives, teachers and all other school
personnel serve as community resources with the knowledge of and power to assist families in
acquiring food assistance. Thomas (1993) speaks of how critical qualitative research “considers
language in term of power.” The experience of the students using their combined language skills
to subvert the hegemonic power of the system is both impressive and depressing. When parents
lack literacy skills to advocate for the families, there are significant repercussions for children
(Beckers & Cheek, 2011). As children are both family members and community members, the
blindness to their possible role in the accessing food assistance processes is both presumptuous
and negligent.
Discussion
To explain how adults and children utilize their social networks to establish assistance
with literacy skills required by the application materials, the phenomenon of Collaborative
Literacy Communities as means of accessing government food assistance is proposed. Although
the phenomenon is depicted as sequence of connected scenes (Figure 1), it can be linear or
recursive whereby applicants seeking help can return to the system for more assistance from the
literacy collaborative when needed.
In the far left, Scene A, the apple tree with high branches represents government food
assistance programs. While the promise of food is presented, the fruit (apples) is held slightly
out of reach from the individual without tools to navigate the conditional (knowing when and
where), and procedural (knowing how) domain knowledge of the system (Alexander, 2005).
Similar to Brown and Levinson’s (1987) positive face threats, the tree’s branches, slightly out of
reach for the person on the ground, mock the ineffectiveness of the person (not pictured) hoping
to gather fruit from the ground.
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Figure 3.	
  	
  The Collaborative Literacy Community as means of accessing government food
assistance as sequence of connected scenes. In the far left, Scene A, the apple tree with high
branches represents government food assistance programs holding fruit slightly out of reach from
those on the ground. When community networks (people in Scene B) are used to access domain
knowledge of when, where, and how to navigate the system (represented in Scene B by the
basket and ladder), the individual families can acquire the assistance (represented as apples) to
take to their homes as well as back to their communities to share with other (Scene C).
However, when community resources/literacy knowledge are shared as a means of
accessing domain knowledge of the system (Moll, 1992), the conditional knowledge or logistics
of the food assistance program aid, represented by the basket placed under the tree, become
discernible. The conditional knowledge (basket) is arranged beneath the tree to store resources at
the appropriate time. Further, when the procedural knowledge, “knowing how” (ladder), is
shared within the community, the knowledge gives members of the community the means to
access the “out of reach” assistance by scaffolding their interactions. In Scene B, community
members aid each other in acquiring the fruit of assistance by reinforcing the ladder of
procedural knowledge as well as monitoring each other’s process and progress.
In Scene C, the fruits of access are taken back (in basket) to the community to be shared
anew. Children and parents are depicted to show their interconnected and (sometimes)
independent roles within the system of access. The “know how” (ladder) of access remains in
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the frame/schema of each new person who is assisted. Once accessed the Collaborative Literacy
Community remains intact, and the “ladder” can be utilized again later, if necessary, for the
family/person, and/or the knowledge can be passed on from one community member to another
as needed.
Conclusion
Quesenbery (2012) highlights the importance of ethical and transparent practices when
working within a usability evaluation of government systems because of the inherent power
discrepancy between citizen and agency. In this phenomenological study, exclusive literacy
events within the assistance systems were highlighted in their positive face threatening acts
toward participants. Participants’ dialogs surrounding social networks as alternative assistance
providers were contextualized using Moll’s funds-of-knowledge theory to explain the
phenomenon of Collaborative Literacy Communities for access. Specifically, friends and family
and/or school personnel, constitute alternative knowledge resources to tap for tangible assistance.
Particularly, this study’s discovery of children utilizing Collaborative Literacy Communities for
family assistance merits further investigation and research.
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CHAPTER 7.
RESULTS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Results
Since 2008, growing numbers of families are turning to government food assistance to
escape household food insecurity (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). Despite this statistic, many
eligible participants for food assistance programs do not enroll in services (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2012). This mixed method evaluation seeks to explain through sequential design the
barriers to access found in governmental processes and writing. Further, it seeks to explain the
phenomenon of Collaborative Literacy Communities, and their role in accessing assistance for
services.
In Chapter 4, I explain through autoethnography how, in my journey to acquire forms for
governmental food assistance, I experienced the epidemic of institutional and structural violence
(Agamben, 1998) within the welfare system. After traveling for ten miles back and forth across
the city, I problematized how we ignore, suppress, separate, and effectively silence the poor and
marginalized from the mainstream classes. The visible presence of the poor is a reminder that the
economic system of the US is not effective for all. Therefore, the poor are pushed further into the
margins of society as evidenced by my continued shuffles to the next location by institutional
staff along my journey. If the poor cannot occupy a “space,” self-advocacy becomes increasingly
difficult. Although being poor is not a crime, the poor, mostly the elderly and women and
children, are criminalized and placed behind barred doors with armed guards and separated from
human contact within buildings by plexiglass.
In using photographs as artifacts of my journey, I seek to not only describe the irony,
exclusion, and frustration I experienced, but allow the reader to gain a sense stronger sense of
empathetic dismay. With each cultural symbol I experienced, my frustration over the
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obstructions increased. I began to realize my short sidedness and blindness to the complexities of
the institutional violence of the welfare system as it relates to people’s ability to acquire food
assistance. I realized that I had failed to consider the process of acquiring assistance from the
perspective of the individual’s emotional experience, which is pivotal to evaluating processes for
usability. In government sanctioned evaluations of the food service assistance system, the
metrics of who receives, how much, and when highlight the centrality of the commodification of
human life within the system. As evidenced by my journey to acquire forms for assistance, the
usability of the entire process including acquisition, having questions answered, and application
delivery should be evaluated from a person centered perspective.
In Chapter 5, food assistance application materials related to the Free and Reduced
School Meals Application are assessed through summative usability testing of twelve adult
participants in two subgroups, adults enrolled in adult literacy classes and adults enrolled in a
doctoral program in education (Barnum, 2010). Results indicate that both subgroups committed
large numbers of errors. Both groups achieved a 0% error free rate when completing the food
assistance application materials. However, each of the subgroups had different frequencies of the
various Types of Errors. The Completion Rate of application materials was much higher for
Adult Doctoral Students (66.6%). Regrettably, none of the Adult Literacy Students were able to
complete the application materials independently without at least one critical error. Although
both groups encountered numerous errors in the application materials for food assistance, the
Adult Doctoral Students were able to recognize their failures in comprehension and recover
meaning using reading strategies. Despite the Plain Writing Act (2011) and the Federal Plain
Language Guidelines’ (2011a, 2011b) regulations regarding clear and understandable
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communication with the public, these results indicate a lack of usability of the Free and Reduced
Price School Meals Application for all users, regardless of level of print literacy skill.
To overcome the lack of usability as well as face threatening violence in the food
assistance application process, Chapter 6 examines the phenomenon of Collaborative Alternative
Literacy Communities as a means of overcoming Exclusive Literacy Events. If an adult
possesses low print literacy skills in modern US culture, there is a stigma associated which can
hinder their ability to seek help from a system that has failed them repetitively (Cassidy, Valdex,
Garrett, & Barrera, 2010). Instances of institutionally based Positive Face Threats, or threats of
embarrassment and stigma, (Brown & Levinson, 1987) were underscored and categorized as
Exclusive Literacy Events. Participants’ reports of utilization of communal Funds-of-knowledge
(Moll, 1992) are used as resources to explicate the phenomenon of Collaborative Literacy
Communities. These Collaborative Literacy Communities of families and friends and/or school
personnel are employed to aid families in navigating the application systems and acquire access
to services. This study’s finding of children creating and using Collaborative Literacy
Communities in schools for family assistance is a community concern for further research.
Conclusions
President Obama signed the Plain Writing Act (PWA) of 2010 codifying the
incorporation of plain language in any federal government document for pubic use. This includes
applications for federal assistance. However, prior to this study, no independent evaluation of a
government assistance application processes had been attempted since the PWA’s passage. This
exploratory sequential mixed methods research’s objective is to examine selected federal
government food assistance applications and processes on participants’ comprehension as well as
their experience post Plain Writing Act. The researcher’s autoethnography as well as the
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study’s three phases examined the participants’ perceptions regarding the clarity/usability of
federal government food assistance applications and processes as well as their ability to
comprehend and complete the materials. For all participants, the process was exclusionary and
cumbersome, the writing was exceptionally confusing, and there were few meaningful
opportunities for assistance with processes within the system. The processes and application
materials for the Free and Reduced School Meals Application Materials are not in compliance
with the stipulations of the Plain Writing Act of 2010. The application materials functionally
serve as literacy assessment for participants, stipulating who has a means of accessing help.
Recommendations for Practitioners
Based on information from the three phases of the study, there are several
recommendations for practitioners, here defined as government agency writers. First,
government agencies should begin to incorporate usability testing of assistance application
materials - as applications and their accompanying materials are access points to services with
the departments. Second, the government’s recommendation for terminating participation in
usability testing of any potential participant who “is not employed, spends less than one hour per
week on the internet, has high school or less education, or is 75+” should be removed (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2006). Not only is this stipuation exclusionary to
populations likely to need access to services, but ignores the valuable feedback and background
knowledge these populations possess. Third, while there is a need for each department to
interpret the Federal Plain Language Guidelines in their own contexts, there should be one set of
guidelines and terminology specifically for application materials. This will allow participants,
especially those who have need for more than one government assistance service, to build the
requisite domain knowledge, and increase efficiency within the system.
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As the Federal Plain Language Guidelines (2011) ironically outline in 120 pages over
130 separate directives for implementation of Plain Language, the following suggestions to limit
exclusionary language and provide assistance to clients seeking services when writing include:
1. Provide a list of all possible supplemental documentation required at the beginning of
all assistance forms.
2. Provide a completed accurate example of an assistance form (including calculations)
for participants to assess their comprehension of directives.
3. Eliminate confusing conditional (if – then) directions and place directions directly
above corresponding sections of the application materials.
4. Use simplest terms possible or explain needed terminology, even words that do not
seem like jargon to government writers are to clients. (Ex. “benefits” versus “food
stamps”; “inoculations” versus “shots”)
5. Use consistent terminology throughout the form and corresponding application
materials. (Ex. benefit, subsidy, etc.)
6. For calculations, have clients provide information in one location on each form based
on the last month’s expenses, versus predictions for the next month. (Especially
where penalty of perjury is outlined.)
7. For acronyms, provide the full name followed by the acronym in brackets once, the
first time it is used on each page.
8. Place contact information for assistance (address, phone number, and email) on every
page of application materials.
However, for these and all other guidelines, practitioners must complete formative
usability testing with their specific clientele to assess their ability to comprehend both
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processes and writing. Results from this testing should be used to revise or rewrite
documents prior to broad dissemination to the public.
Recommendations for Researchers
For researchers, first, although there are challenges to including adult literacy learners in
research, the logistic concerns are outweighed by the groups’ ontological and methodological
contributions. Second, further examination of usability testing with other forms of government
assistance applications (immigration, healthcare, disability) in this state and others is warranted.
Last, given the results of the phenomenological chapter, further investigation of children’s
spontaneous community building for family advocacy/assistance is necessary. Specific
recommendations for reading researchers undertaking comprehension assessment using think
aloud protocols are:
1. Using concurrent verbalization of think aloud during protocols for initial testing followed by
social verbalization.
2. Establishing rapport with all participants is paramount to establish a safe, non-face
threatening environment prior to testing.
3. Conducting person-centered research is important when investigating systems with built in
power discrepancies between institution and participants.
4. With the move toward increased text complexity in the Common Core State Standards,
using the verbalization protocols and subsequent error analysis for students’ comprehension
of complex texts is of particular interest.
Recommendations for School Personnel Preparation Programs
Given the results of Chapter 6, what are the responsibilities of teacher and school
personnel education programs? Program curriculum should be assessed for how and where to
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train pre-service teachers & other school personnel about their possible role in application
assistance for families. A unit or class on family literacy should be required for all pre-service
school personnel to understand the complexities of the parent/child/school literacy community
collaborative.
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APPENDIX 1
Please consider this information carefully before deciding whether to participate in this research.
Purpose of the research: To evaluate the text complexity of government food assistance forms
on adult’s comprehension.
What you will do in this research: If you decide to volunteer, you will be asked to participate
in one (1 hr.) session or two (30 min.) sessions depending on your schedule. The entire process
will take about 1 hour. You will be asked to fill out two forms for government food assistance
and evaluate them in several ways including: talking aloud through one of the forms, marking
items you feel are difficult to understand/follow in another, paraphrasing out loud your
understanding of parts of the forms, a survey’s about your perceptions of each of forms, and an
interview about the forms. You also will be asked about your general feelings/perceptions of
government forms. With your permission, I will video the process to make sure your information
is accurately analyzed and presented.
Time required: The evaluation will take approximately 1 hour
Risks: Some of the questions may cause discomfort or embarrassment including exposure of
former experiences.
Confidentiality: The participant’s identifying information will be removed from the data and
replaced with a pseudonym if requested by the participant. Video and data will be stored,
following electronic IRB storage security guidelines, on the researcher’s computer and password
protected. Prior to publication, only researchers will have access to both electronic and hard
copies of video and data sets.
Benefits: This is a chance for you to evaluate and, hopefully, improve the usability of
government assistance documents.
Participation and withdrawal: Your participation is completely voluntary, and you may
withdraw from the study at any time during the study without penalty. If you choose to withdraw,
your information will be deleted from the video immediately. You may also withdraw at any
time prior to publication by informing me that you no longer wish to participate (no questions
will be asked), and your information will be removed from the data sets.
To Contact the Researcher: If you have questions or concerns about this research, please
contact: Leah K. Saal, Ed.S Phone: (225) 223-1899, 2168 Cloverdale, Baton Rouge, LA. Email:
lsaal1@lsu.edu. You may also contact the faculty member supervising this work: Earl. H. Cheek,
PhD, Director of School of Education, (225) 578-6867, echeek@lsu.edu.
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APPENDIX 2
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APPENDIX 3
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Every other page of this form is intentionally reproduced upside down. The Department of
Children and Family Services distributed the 15-page form to researcher copied on two sides
(back and front), with the backside reproduced upside down.
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Every other page of this form is intentionally reproduced upside down. The Department of
Children and Family Services distributed the 15-page form to researcher copied on two sides
(back and front), with the backside reproduced upside down.
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Every other page of this form is intentionally reproduced upside down. The Department of
Children and Family Services distributed the 15-page form to researcher copied on two sides
(back and front), with the backside reproduced upside down.
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Every other page of this form is intentionally reproduced upside down. The Department of
Children and Family Services distributed the 15-page form to researcher copied on two sides
(back and front), with the backside reproduced upside down.
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Every other page of this form is intentionally reproduced upside down. The Department of
Children and Family Services distributed the 15-page form to researcher copied on two sides
(back and front), with the backside reproduced upside down.
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Every other page of this form is intentionally reproduced upside down. The Department of
Children and Family Services distributed the 15-page form to researcher copied on two sides
(back and front), with the backside reproduced upside down.
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Every other page of this form is intentionally reproduced upside down. The Department of
Children and Family Services distributed the 15-page form to researcher copied on two sides
(back and front), with the backside reproduced upside down.
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APPENDIX 4
[PROCTOR TURNS ON VIDEO RECORDER AND READS IRB WITH PARTICIPANT.
IF PARTICIPANT CONSENTS, PROCTOR PROCEDES WITH DEMOGRAPHIC
INTERVIEW GUIDE. IF PARTICIPANT DECLINES, TAPE IS ERASED IN FRONT OF
PARTICIPANT]
Proctor: “In this part of the research, I have a few preliminary background questions about you.
May I begin?”
[PROCTOR WAITS FOR RESPONSE AND PROCEEDS AFTER ASSENT]
Demographic Interview Guide
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Participant’s Name
Age
Place of residence
Number of years in location
Highest education
Nationality/ethnicity
Occupation
Primary language
Other languages spoken

Part I: Protocol Directions1 for FRPSM Application for Assistance Completion
Proctor: “In this part, Part 1, of the research, I am interested in what you say to yourself as you
fill out the application that I will give you. In order to do this, I will ask you to TALK ALOUD
as you work on the form. What I mean by talk aloud is that I want you to say everything that you
say to yourself silently. Just act like you are alone in a room speaking to yourself. If you are
silent for any extended length of time, I will ask you to keep talking aloud. Do you understand
what I want you to do?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS]
Proctor: “Before we turn to the real application, we will start with a couple of practice examples.
First, I will perform an example to demonstrate how to talk out loud while performing a task,
then you will try.”

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1	
  Adapted from: Ericsson, K.A, & Simon, H. A. (1993) Protocol Analysis: Verbal reports as
data revised edition. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
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Proctor: “My example (reading from index card) is, find as many words as possible that rhyme
with beef.”
[PROCTOR TALKS ALOUD AS HE/SHE SOLVES THE EXAMPLE]
Proctor: “Your turn, find as many words as possible that rhyme with car.”
[THE PARTICIPANT ANSWERS AND THE PROCTOR GIVES FURTHER
INSTRUCTION OR VERBAL PRAISE]
Proctor: “Do you have any questions before we begin?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS]
Proctor: “We are about to begin with the document that is in front of you. The task is untimed,
so take as long as you need. I would like you to fill out the document to the best of your ability
while talking. As you fill out the document, I would like for you to assume, if you do not have
children, that you have two children, ages six and nine, who you would like to register for
services. For this part of the study, I am going to sit behind you and only interject to remind you
to keep talking. I will not be able to answer your questions during this part of the study once it
begins. Any other questions?
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS]
Proctor: OK, please flip over the document that is in front of you and begin, remembering to
talk out loud.”
[PROCTOR STARTS TIMER. THE PARTICIPANT COMPLETES THE FORM WHILE
TALKING OUT LOUD. ONLY DIRECTIVE FROM PROCTOR ALLOWED IS “KEEP
TALKING” IF PARTICIPANT IS SILENT FOR MORE THAN 10 SECONDS.
PROCTOR TURNS OFF TIMER AFTER COMPLETION]
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Part II: Protocol Directions2 for LADCFS Application for Assistance Completion
Proctor: “In this part, Part 2, of the research, I am interested in what you find confusing as you
fill out the application that I will give you. In order to do this, I will ask you to HIGHLIGHT
what you find difficult to understand or follow as you work to complete the form. What I mean
by HIGHLIGHT is that I want you to mark through anything you have a question about, find
confusing, or difficult to understand as you fill out the form. Do you understand what I want you
to do?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS]
Proctor: “Before we turn to the real application, I will provide an example. (Reading from an
index card) If the form says, “get the documents of proof.” However, I do not understand what
those are, so I will highlight that statement.”
[PROCTOR DEMONSTRATES HIGHLIGHTING]
Proctor: “Do you have any questions?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS]
Proctor: “I would like for you to highlight any problem areas you find on the form. This can be
any component of the form that you find confusing or hard to complete: a word, phrase,
directions, or section layout. Just act like you are alone in a room filling out the form by yourself.
Occasionally, I will remind you to highlight problems on the form. Do you understand what I
want you to do?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS]
Proctor: “We are about to begin with the document that is in front of you. The task is untimed,
so take as long as you need. Fill out the document to the best of your ability. As you fill out the
document, I would like for you to assume, if you do not have children, that you have two
children, ages six and nine, who you would like to register for SNAP services. For this part of
the study, I am going to sit behind you and only interject to remind you to keep highlighting
problem areas every minuet and a half. I will not be able to answer your questions during this
part of the study once it begins. Any other questions?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS]
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
2
Adapted from: Ericsson, K.A, & Simon, H. A. (1993) Protocol Analysis: Verbal reports as
data revised edition. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
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Proctor: OK, please flip over the document that is in front of you and begin, remembering to
highlight where you find the form confusing.
[PROCTOR STARTS TIMER. THE PARTICIPANT COMPLETES THE FORM WHILE
HIGHLIGHTING. ONLY DIRECTIVE FROM PROCTOR ALLOWED IS “KEEP
HIGHLIGHTING PROBLEMS” EVERY MINUET AND A HALF. PROCTOR TURNS
OFF TIMER AFTER COMPLETION]
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Part III: Selected Excerpts from Researcher and Participant
1. Free and Reduced Price School Meals
A. Paraphrasing3
Proctor: “In this part, Part 3, of the research, I am interested in what you think about some
segments of the forms. I am going to hand you a series of cards, and ask you to read each one.
After each, I will ask you to tell me what you think it is about or asking for. Do you have any
questions before we begin?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS. PROCTOR PROCEEDS TO EACH PROMPT ALLOWING
PARTICIPANT TO ANSWER, PROBING WHERE NECESSARY]
1.
2.
3.
4.

Here is FRPSM – Part 2, what do you think this is about? What makes you say that?
Here is FRPSM – Part 4, what do you think this is about? What makes you say that?
Here is FRPSM – Part 5, what do you think this is about? What makes you say that?
Here is FRPSM – “Sharing Information With Medicaid/SCHIP,” what do you think this
is about? What makes you say that?
5. Here is FRPSM – “Sharing Information With Other Programs,” what do you think this is
about? What makes you say that?
6. Here is FRPSM - “We Must Check Your Application,” what do you think this is about?
What makes you say that?
7. Here is FRPSM – “Notice to Households of Approval/Denial of Benefits,” what do you
think this is about? What makes you say that?
B. Interview Guide4
Proctor: “In this part, Part 3, of the research, I will ask you a few questions about your
perceptions of government applications and this form. Do you have any questions before we
begin?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS. PROCTOR PROCEEDS TO EACH PROMPT ALLOWING
PARTICIPANT TO ANSWER, PROBING WHERE NECESSARY]
1.
2.

What resources do you use to learn about federal government assistance? (Probe: Web
forms, books, classes)
How often do you use them?

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3	
  Adapted from: Wade, S. E. (1990). Using think alouds to assess comprehension. Reading
Teacher, 43(7), 442-451.
4	
  Adapted from American Institutes for Research, WAI Site Task Force of EOWG & AIR.
(2003). WAI Site Usability Testing Questions. Retrieved from
http://www.w3.org/WAI/EO/Drafts/UCD/questions.html	
  
160	
  

3.

Have you filled out an application for federal government assistance before? If so, how
did you acquire it, what was it for, and when did you fill it out?
4. Can you describe how you felt about that process for me?
5. If you had to give a grade for the school meal form you just filled out, from A to F, where
A was the best and F was failing, what grade would you give it, and why?
6. Name three words or characteristics that describe this form.
7. If you could make changes to this form to make it easier, what changes would you make?
8. What questions do you have after completing the form?
9. Would you return to this form on your own in the future? Why/why not?
10. Do you think that you were successful in filling out the form in a way that your
application would be judged for eligibility for the service? Why/why not?
11. If you needed help filling out this form, what would you do?
12. If you were (are) a parent filling out the FRPSMA or, would you allow the form you fill
out to be shared with other programs that may assist you or your children? Why or
why not?
2. Louisiana Department of Children and Family Services Application for Assistance
A. Paraphrasing5
Proctor: “In this part, Part 3, of the research, I am interested in what you think about the
segments of the form that you highlighted. I am going to refer back to your highlighted portions
of the form. Do you have any questions?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS. PROCTOR PROCEEDS TO EACH PROMPT ALLOWING
PARTICIPANT TO ANSWER, PROBING WHERE NECESSARY]
Proctor: [For selected highlighted portions],
1. Why did you select to highlight this portion?
2. What do you think it is about? What makes you say that?
B. Interview Guide6
Proctor: In this part, Part 3, of the research, I will ask you a few questions about your
perceptions about this form. Do you have any questions before we begin?”
[ALLOW PARTICIPANT TIME TO PROCESS & PROCTOR ANSWERS ANY
QUESTIONS. PROCTOR PROCEEDS TO EACH PROMPT ALLOWING
PARTICIPANT TO ANSWER, PROBING WHERE NECESSARY]
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5	
  Adapted from: Wade, S. E. (1990). Using think alouds to assess comprehension. Reading
Teacher, 43(7), 442-451.	
  
6	
  Adapted from American Institutes for Research, WAI Site Task Force of EOWG & AIR.
(2003). WAI Site Usability Testing Questions. Retrieved from
http://www.w3.org/WAI/EO/Drafts/UCD/questions.html	
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

If you had to give a grade for the assistance form you just filled out, from A to F, where
A was the best and F was failing, what grade would you give it, and why?
Name three words or characteristics that describe this form.
If you could make changes to this form to make it easier, what changes would you make?
What questions do you have after completing the form?
Would you return to this form on your own in the future? Why/why not?
Do you think that you were successful in filling out the form in a way that your
application would be judged for eligibility for the service? Why/why not?
If you needed help filling out this form, what would you do?
If you were filling out the LADCFS application, would you allow the form you fill out to
be shared with other programs that may assist you or your children? Why or why not?
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Part IV: Post-form Surveys
Proctor: For our last activity I'm going to give you three (3) short questionnaires that I would
like you to fill out. The first two (2) questionnaires7 will give you a series of statements about the
Government Assistance forms you just filled out. I would like you to circle your agreement with
each statement below from 1-5.
Each number means the following:
1
Strongly Disagree
2
Disagree
3
Neither disagree or agree
4
Agree
5
Strongly Agree
When recalling the Free and Reduced Price School Meals Application form...
1. The overall form is attractive/good looking.
2. The layout/design of the form makes it easy to find what to answer next.
3. The typography (lettering, headings, titles) is easy to read.
4. Directions are clear.
5. It is easy to find my way around the form.
6. I can get to information I need to complete the form quickly.
7. Information is easy to read.
8. The form’s vocabulary is easy to understand.
9. Information is written in a style that suits me.
10. The form is designed with me in mind.
11. The form's content interests me.
12. The form is well-suited to first-time users.
13. The form is well-suited to repeat users.
14. I always felt I knew what the form was directing me to do next.
15. It is clear how questions are to be answered.
16. My mistakes were easy to correct.
17. If I had a question about the form, it provided an answer.
18. I feel that if I needed to get government assistance by filling out this form, I could
complete it and be successful in receiving services.
19. I would seek help if I needed to fill out a form like this one.

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7
	
  Adapted from American Institutes for Research, WAI Site Task Force of EOWG & AIR.
(2003). WAI Site Usability Testing Questions. Retrieved from
http://www.w3.org/WAI/EO/Drafts/UCD/questions.html
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Proctor: I would like you to circle your agreement with each statement below from 1-5.
Each number means the following:
1
2
3
4
5

Strongly Disagree
Disagree
Neither disagree or agree
Agree
Strongly Agree

When recalling the Louisiana Department of Children and Family Services Application for
Assistance form....
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

The overall form is attractive/good looking.
The layout/design of the form makes it easy to find what to answer next.
The typography (lettering, headings, titles) is easy to read.
Directions are clear.
It is easy to find my way around the form.
I can get to information I need to complete the form quickly.
Information is easy to read.
The form’s vocabulary is easy to understand.
Information is written in a style that suits me.
The form is designed with me in mind.
The form's content interests me.
The form is well-suited to first-time users.
The form is well-suited to repeat users.
I always felt I knew what the form was directing me to do next.
It is clear how questions are to be answered.
My mistakes were easy to correct.
If I had a question about the form, it provided an answer.
I feel that if I needed to get government assistance by filling out this form, I could
complete it and be successful in receiving services.
19 I would seek help if I needed to fill out a form like this one.
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APPENDIX 5
Proctor: “The last item of interest is a short inventory about what you do when you read.”

“
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APPENDIX 6
Adapted from May 2011 Revised Guidelines

Document:_____________________________________________________
GUIDELINES	
  

YES/NO	
  

AUDIENCE	
  GUIDELINES	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  “AUDIENCE	
  APPROPRIATE”	
   WHO?	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  APPROPRIATE?	
  
VOCABULARY	
  
DOCUMENT	
  ADDRESSES	
  SEPARATE	
  
AUDIENCES	
  SEPARATELY	
  IN	
  SEPARATE	
  
SECTIONS	
  OR	
  FORMS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  STATES	
  PURPOSE	
  &	
  BOTTOM	
  
LINE	
  AT	
  BEGINNING	
  (INFO	
  FIRST,	
  
BACKGROUND	
  SECOND)	
  

	
  

ORGANIZATION	
  GUIDELINES	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ORGANIZED	
  IN	
  ORDER	
  OF	
  
PEOPLE’S	
  QUESTIONS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ORGANIZED	
  BY	
  GENERAL	
  
INFORMATION	
  FIRST,	
  THEN	
  EXCEPTIONS,	
  
CONDITIONS,	
  &	
  SPECIALIZED	
  INFORMATION	
  
LATER	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ORGANIZED	
  
CHRONOLOGICALLY,	
  WITH	
  GENERAL	
  
INFORMATION	
  FIRST	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  LIMITED	
  TO	
  3	
  LEVELS	
  OR	
  FEWER	
   	
  
DOCUMENT	
  ADDRESSES	
  1	
  PERSON,	
  NOT	
  A	
  
GROUP	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  SINGULAR	
  NOUNS	
  AND	
  
VERBS	
  	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “YOU”	
  INSTEAD	
  OF	
  “HE	
  OR	
  
SHE”	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  MOSTLY	
  “QUESTION	
  
HEADINGS”	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  MOSTLY	
  “STATEMENT	
  
HEADINGS”	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  MOSTLY	
  	
  “TOPIC	
  
HEADINGS”	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  MORE	
  THAN	
  ONE	
  HEADING	
  
PER	
  PAGE	
  (MORE	
  HEADINGS	
  ARE	
  BETTER)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  HEADINGS	
  SHORTER	
  THAN	
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CONTENT	
  WHICH	
  FOLLOWS	
  THEM	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  HEADINGS	
  TO	
  DEVELOP	
  
DOCUMENT	
  STRUCTURE	
  (BREAK	
  IT	
  UP	
  INTO	
  
LEVELS)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  SHORT	
  WRITTEN	
  
SECTIONS	
  SEPARATED	
  BY	
  HEADINGS	
  AND	
  
WHITE	
  SPACE	
  

	
  

WRITING	
  GUIDELINES	
  –	
  WORDS*	
  

	
  

VERBS	
  PROVIDE	
  ACTION,	
  TELL	
  AUDIENCE	
  
WHAT	
  TO	
  DO	
  

	
  

NOUNS	
  SAY	
  WHO	
  DOES	
  THE	
  ACTION	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  ACTIVE	
  VOICE	
  (WE	
  
PROPOSED	
  THE	
  LAW	
  V.	
  THE	
  LAW	
  WAS	
  
PROPOSED	
  BY	
  US)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  PASSIVE	
  VOICE	
  IF	
  THE	
  LAW	
   	
  
DOES	
  THE	
  ACTION	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  THE	
  SIMPLEST	
  VERB	
  FORM	
   	
  
(TELL	
  VS.	
  DESCRIBE)	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  PRESENT	
  TENSE	
  	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  AVOIDS	
  HIDDEN	
  VERBS	
  (YOU	
  
MUST	
  APPLY	
  IN	
  WRITING	
  V.	
  YOU	
  MUST	
  
MAKE	
  AN	
  APPLICATION	
  IN	
  WRITING)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  “MUST,	
  MUST	
  NOT,	
  MAY	
  OR	
   	
  
SHOULD”	
  V.	
  “SHALL”	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  CONTRACTIONS	
  WHEN	
  
APPROPRIATE	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  NO	
  VERBS	
  AS	
  NOUN	
  
STRINGS	
  (DRAFT	
  LABORATORY	
  ANIMAL	
  
RIGHTS	
  PROCEDURES)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  PRONOUNS	
  TO	
  SPEAK	
  
	
  
DIRECTLY	
  TO	
  READERS	
  (YOU	
  MUST	
  PROVIDE	
  
COPIES)	
  
DOCUMENT	
  DEFINES	
  WHO	
  “YOU”	
  IS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  “WE”	
  TO	
  RESPOND	
  TO	
  
POSSIBLE	
  QUESTIONS	
  ADDRESSED	
  AND	
  
REFER	
  TO	
  AGENCY	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT’S	
  PRONOUNS	
  REFER	
  TO	
  SPECIFIC	
   	
  
NOUNS	
  
DOCUMENT	
  MINIMIZES	
  ABBREVIATIONS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  NICKNAMES	
  V.	
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ABBREVIATIONS	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  COMMON	
  ABBREVIATIONS	
  
WITHOUT	
  DEFINING	
  (CIA,	
  PHD)	
  

	
  

IF	
  ABBREVIATION	
  NEEDED,	
  DOCUMENT	
  
SPELLS	
  OUT	
  TO	
  DEFINE	
  FIRST	
  TIME	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  NO	
  MORE	
  THAN	
  3	
  
ABBREVIATIONS	
  PER	
  DOCUMENT	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  SIMPLE,	
  FAMILIAR,	
  DIRECT	
   	
  
WORDS	
  
DOCUMENT	
  LIMITS	
  PREPOSITIONAL	
  
PHRASES	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  OMITS	
  REDUNDANT	
  WORDS	
  
(THE	
  DEPARTMENT	
  X	
  AND	
  THE	
  
DEPARTMENT	
  Y	
  V.	
  DEPARTMENTS	
  X	
  &	
  Y)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  AVOIDS	
  EXCESS	
  MODIFIERS	
  
(ABSOLUTELY,	
  ACTUALLY,	
  COMPLETELY,	
  
REALLY	
  QUITE,	
  TOTALLY,	
  AND	
  VERY)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  AVOIDS	
  DOUBLES	
  AND	
  TRIPLETS	
   	
  
(DUE	
  AND	
  PAYABLE,	
  CEASE	
  AND	
  DESIST,	
  
KNOWLEDGE	
  AND	
  INFORMATION,	
  BEGIN	
  
AND	
  COMMENCE)	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  DEFINITIONS	
  RARELY	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  COMMON	
  WORDS	
  
	
  
WITHOUT	
  DEFINING	
  UNLESS	
  AN	
  UNCOMMON	
  
MEANING	
  
DOCUMENT’S	
  DEFINITIONS	
  SECTIONS	
  OCCUR	
   	
  
AT	
  THE	
  BEGINNING	
  OR	
  END	
  OF	
  DOCUMENT	
  
DOCUMENT	
  INCLUDES	
  REGULATORY	
  
INFORMATION	
  SEPARATE	
  FROM	
  
DEFINITIONS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ONLY	
  DEFINES	
  WORDS	
  USED	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  SAME	
  TERM	
  
CONSISTENTLY	
  (DON’T	
  USE	
  SYNONYMS)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  AVOIDS	
  LEGAL,	
  FOREIGN,	
  AND	
  
TECHNICAL	
  JARGON	
  (HOMELESS	
  V.	
  
INVOLUNTARILY	
  UNDOMICILED)	
  

	
  

IF	
  JARGON	
  IS	
  NEEDED,	
  DOCUMENT	
  DEFINES	
  
THE	
  TERM	
  AS	
  A	
  DEFINITION	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  DOES	
  NOT	
  USE	
  SLASHES	
  
(AND/OR)	
  

	
  

WRITING	
  GUIDELINES	
  -‐	
  SENTENCES	
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DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  MANY	
  PERIODS	
  (SHORT	
  
SENTENCES)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  LIMITS	
  DEPENDENT	
  CLAUSES	
  
AND	
  EXCEPTIONS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  KEEPS	
  SUBJECT,	
  VERB,	
  AND	
  
OBJECT	
  CLOSE	
  TOGETHER	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  AVOIDS	
  DOUBLE	
  NEGATIVES	
  (AT	
   	
  
LEAST	
  V.	
  NO	
  FEWER	
  THAN)	
  
DOCUMENT	
  AVOIDS	
  EXCEPTIONS	
  TO	
  
EXCEPTIONS	
  (EXCEPT	
  LANDS	
  IN	
  THE	
  PARK,	
  
UNLESS…)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  PLACES	
  MAIN	
  IDEA	
  BEFORE	
  
EXCEPTIONS	
  OR	
  CONDITIONS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  PLACES	
  “ONLY”	
  AND	
  “ALWAYS”	
  
NEXT	
  TO	
  WORDS	
  THEY	
  MODIFY	
  

	
  

WRITING	
  GUIDELINES	
  -‐	
  PARAGRAPHS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  INCLUDES	
  ONLY	
  1	
  TOPIC	
  PER	
  
PARAGRAPH	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  TOPIC	
  SENTENCES	
  IN	
  EACH	
  
PARAGRAPH	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “POINTING”	
  TRANSITION	
  
WORDS	
  (THIS,	
  THAT,	
  THESE,	
  THOSE,	
  THE)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “ECHO”	
  TRANSITION	
  
WORDS	
  OR	
  PHRASES	
  (CONNECTS	
  ONE	
  
PARAGRAPH	
  TOPIC	
  WITH	
  NEXT)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “EXPLICIT	
  CONNECTIVES”	
  
TRANSITION	
  WORDS	
  WHEN	
  ADDING	
  A	
  
POINT	
  (ALSO,	
  AND,	
  IN	
  ADDITION,	
  BESIDES,	
  
WHAT	
  IS	
  MORE,	
  SIMILARLY,	
  FURTHER)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “EXPLICIT	
  CONNECTIVES”	
  
TRANSITION	
  WORDS	
  WHEN	
  GIVING	
  AN	
  
EXAMPLE	
  (FOR	
  INSTANCE,	
  FOR	
  EXAMPLE,	
  
FOR	
  ONE	
  THING,	
  FOR	
  ANOTHER	
  THING)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  “EXPLICIT	
  CONNECTIVES”	
  
TRANSITION	
  WORDS	
  WHEN	
  RESTATING	
  (IN	
  
OTHER	
  WORDS,	
  THAT	
  IS,	
  IN	
  SHORT,	
  PUT	
  
DIFFERENTLY,	
  AGAIN)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “EXPLICIT	
  CONNECTIVES”	
  
TRANSITION	
  WORDS	
  WHEN	
  INTRODUCING	
  A	
  
RESULT	
  (SO,	
  AS	
  A	
  RESULT,	
  THUS,	
  
THEREFORE,	
  ACCORDINGLY,	
  THEN)	
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DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “EXPLICIT	
  CONNECTIVES”	
  
TRANSITION	
  WORDS	
  WHEN	
  SUMMING	
  UP	
  
(TO	
  SUMMARIZE,	
  TO	
  SUM	
  UP,	
  TO	
  CONCLUDE,	
  
IN	
  CONCLUSION,	
  IN	
  SHORT)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  	
  “EXPLICIT	
  CONNECTIVES”	
  
TRANSITION	
  WORDS	
  WHEN	
  SEQUENCING	
  
IDEAS	
  (FIRST,	
  SECOND,	
  THIRD,	
  FINALLY…)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  MOSTLY	
  PARAGRAPHS	
  OF	
  
NO	
  MORE	
  THAN	
  150	
  WORDS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  PARAGRAPHS	
  OF	
  3-‐8	
  
SENTENCES	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  NO	
  PARAGRAPHS	
  LONGER	
  
THAN	
  250	
  WORDS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  FREQUENT	
  HEADINGS	
  
OVER	
  EACH	
  PARAGRAPH	
  

	
  

WRITING	
  GUIDELINES	
  –	
  OTHER	
  AIDS	
  TO	
  
CLARITY	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  EXAMPLES	
  TO	
  CLARIFY	
  
CONCEPTS	
  OR	
  REGULATIONS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  WRITES	
  OUT	
  “FOR	
  EXAMPLE”	
  OR	
   	
  
“THAT	
  IS”	
  AS	
  OPPOSED	
  TO	
  (E.G.	
  OR	
  I.E.)	
  	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  VERTICAL	
  LISTS	
  TO	
  
HIGHLIGHT	
  A	
  SERIES	
  OF	
  REQUIREMENTS	
  OR	
  
STEPS	
  OF	
  PROCESS	
  	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  WHITE	
  SPACE	
  BETWEEN	
  
ITEMS	
  IN	
  LIST	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  SOLID	
  ROUND	
  OR	
  SOLID	
  
SQUARE	
  BULLETS	
  	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  A	
  LEFT	
  INDENTED	
  LEAD	
  IN	
  
SENTENCE	
  TO	
  EXPLAIN	
  LISTS	
  

	
  

LISTS	
  ARE	
  LEFT	
  INDENTED	
  ONLY	
  

	
  

EACH	
  BULLET	
  CAN	
  MAKE	
  A	
  SENTENCE	
  WHEN	
   	
  
COMBINED	
  WITH	
  THE	
  LEAD	
  IN	
  SENTENCE	
  
DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  “IF-‐THEN”	
  TABLES	
  TO	
  
ORGANIZE	
  MATERIAL	
  BY	
  SITUATION	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ADDS	
  ILLUSTRATIONS	
  OR	
  
GRAPHICS	
  TO	
  EXPLAIN	
  CONTENT	
  	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  BOLD	
  OR	
  ITALICS	
  FOR	
  
IMPORTANT	
  ISSUES	
  V.	
  CAPITALIZATION	
  OR	
  
UNDERLINING	
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DOCUMENT	
  MINIMIZES	
  CROSS	
  REFERENCES	
  

	
  

IF	
  CROSS	
  REFERENCES	
  ARE	
  USED,	
  THEY	
  ARE	
  
PLACED	
  AT	
  THE	
  END	
  OF	
  A	
  SECTION	
  	
  

	
  

CROSS	
  REFERENCES	
  CLEARLY	
  DEFINE	
  THE	
  
REFERENCED	
  MATERIAL	
  

	
  

CROSS	
  REFERENCES	
  TO	
  OTHER	
  AGENCIES	
  
MEET	
  REQUIREMENTS	
  OF	
  OFFICE	
  OF	
  
FEDERAL	
  REGISTER	
  1	
  CFR	
  21.21	
  

	
  

CROSS	
  REFERENCES	
  TO	
  MATERIAL	
  NOT	
  IN	
  
FEDERAL	
  REGISTER	
  COMPLIES	
  WITH	
  1	
  CFR	
  
PART	
  51	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  HAS	
  ONE	
  CROSS-‐REFERENCE	
  PER	
   	
  
SECTION	
  AT	
  MOST	
  
DOCUMENT	
  LIMITS	
  CROSS	
  REFERENCING	
  
DEFINITIONS	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ELIMINATES	
  “BOOMERANG”	
  
CROSS-‐REFERENCES	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ELIMINATES	
  “ALL-‐INCLUSIVE	
  
REFERENCES”	
  (ALL	
  APPLICABLE	
  LAWS	
  AND	
  
REGULATIONS)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  ELIMINATES	
  NESTED	
  (NEVER-‐
ENDING)	
  CROSS	
  REFERENCES	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  HAS	
  5	
  OR	
  6	
  SECTIONS	
  ON	
  EACH	
  
PRINTED	
  PAGE	
  (ABOUT	
  2	
  ON	
  EACH	
  
TYPEWRITTEN	
  PAGE)	
  

	
  

DOCUMENT	
  USES	
  “RAGGED	
  RIGHT”	
  MARGINS	
   	
  
V.	
  FULLY	
  JUSTIFIED	
  TEXT	
  	
  
WRITING	
  GUIDELINES	
  –	
  WRITING	
  FOR	
  THE	
  
WEB	
  

	
  

USES	
  PLAIN	
  LANGUAGE	
  WRITING	
  
GUIDELINES	
  STIPULATED	
  ABOVE	
  	
  

	
  

LIMITS	
  PAGE	
  TO	
  110	
  WORDS	
  OR	
  FEWER	
  

	
  

USES	
  INVERTED	
  PYRAMID	
  STYLE	
  	
  (BEGINS	
  
WITH	
  SHORTEST	
  AND	
  CLEAREST	
  
STATEMENT	
  AT	
  TOP	
  AND	
  BACKGROUND	
  AT	
  
BOTTOM)	
  

	
  

CHUNKS	
  CONTENT	
  INTO	
  SECTIONS	
  

	
  

USES	
  HEADING	
  TO	
  HELP	
  USERS	
  NAVIGATE	
  
CONTENT	
  

	
  

HIGHLIGHTS	
  KEY	
  FACTS	
  INTO	
  BULLETED	
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LISTS	
  
USES	
  IF/THEN	
  TABLES	
  TO	
  EXPLAIN	
  
COMPLEX	
  INSTRUCTION	
  

	
  

USES	
  LIMITED	
  PDFS	
  

	
  

USES	
  508	
  COMPLIANCE	
  GUIDELINES	
  WHEN	
  
USES	
  PDFS	
  

	
  

USES	
  LIMITED	
  FILLER	
  PHRASES	
  (THINKING	
  
	
  
OUTSIDE	
  THE	
  BOX,	
  VALUE	
  ADDED,	
  BEST	
  
PRACTICE,	
  FOR	
  ALL	
  INTENTS	
  AND	
  
PURPOSES,	
  TOUCH	
  BASE,	
  INTEGRATING	
  
QUALITY	
  SOLUTIONS,	
  PROMOTING	
  AN	
  
INFORMED	
  AND	
  INCLUSIVE	
  MULTICULTURAL	
  
SOCIETY,	
  STRATEGICALLY	
  ENGAGING)	
  
USES	
  EFFECTIVE	
  LINKS	
  

	
  

PLACES	
  MOST	
  IMPORTANT	
  INFORMATION	
  
ON	
  LEFT	
  SIDE	
  OF	
  PAGE	
  	
  

	
  

LINK	
  NAMES	
  ARE	
  THE	
  SAME	
  AS	
  THE	
  PAGE	
  
NAME	
  LINKED	
  TO	
  

	
  

LINKS	
  USE	
  ABBREVIATED	
  PROGRAM	
  OR	
  
DOCUMENT	
  NAMES	
  

	
  

LINKS	
  ARE	
  EXPLICIT	
  (BETTER	
  TO	
  BE	
  LONG	
  
HERE)	
  

	
  

LINKS	
  ARE	
  NOT	
  IMBEDDED	
  IN	
  TEXT	
  

	
  

LINKS	
  ARE	
  NOT	
  LABELED	
  “CLICK	
  HERE”	
  

	
  

*Supplemental list of words to avoid
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VITA
The researcher’s professional training and experience relate to adult education and adult literacy.
The researcher holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in English and a Master of Science degree in
human resource education, concentration in adult education. Additionally, she holds an
Educational Specialist certificate in curriculum and instruction, with concentrations in reading
and special education.
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